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Key findings 
 

• EU policy - and particularly the EU Nitrates Directive (ND) – has played a significant role as a driver 

for nitrogen policies in all four countries. 

• The impact of nitrogen on the quality of terrestrial and aquatic nature has become increasingly 

important in political debates and in actual policy development. Particularly in Flanders and 

Germany the EU Habitats Directive (HD) was instrumental in this shift. In Flanders, deposition of 

ammonia on nature areas through the air is considered an important part of this problem. 

• Flanders has introduced a critical loads approach for policy regarding airborne nitrogen (ammonia 

and nitrogen oxides). Next to voluntary termination schemes for pig farms, Flanders will introduce 

an obligatory scheme for terminating a small number of sources with high nitrogen deposition on 

Natura 2000 sites, mostly livestock farms.    

• In Denmark, policies around nitrogen have for decades been standing alone, however recently 

climate change and biodiversity are increasingly being linked to nitrogen policies. Programmes for 

afforestation and the rewetting of peatland are aimed at reducing both nitrogen and greenhouse 

gases as well as increasing biodiversity.  

• Flanders (nutrient emission rights) and Denmark (the so-called ‘harmony rule’) have indirectly 

capped their livestock size. In none of the countries studied, an absolute and legally enforceable 

reduction of the number of animals has been considered a serious political option, although it was 

proposed by some left-wing parties and environment/nature NGOs in Denmark and Flanders.  

• Pesticides are high on the political agenda particularly in Germany and France. In the case of 

Germany, attention for the issue sharply increased after scientific publications on the impact of 

pesticides on insects in 2017. Germany has banned glyphosate, the most used herbicide, from 

January 2024 onward, while France has been tinkering with such a ban. In Denmark, following a 

successful tightening of the tax regime on pesticides in 2013, the problem is in the ‘maintenance’ 

phase and mainly related to drinking water. 

• In Denmark, spatial separation of agriculture and nature prevail. In Germany and Flanders, the 

interweaving of functions plays a larger role, whereas in France the two models appear to thrive in 

parallel. The present reform of the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) may stimulate further 

interweaving.  

• All four countries have programmes to increase the area under some form of nature protection. 

Denmark and Flanders have programmes to establish new national parks. In Flanders, three 

national parks and three landscape parks are currently being selected on the basis of proposals by 

local stakeholders. 

• Discussions on ‘no net land take’ are most advanced in France. The country has a ‘no net land take’ 

objective for 2050, the implementation of which turns out to be complicated due to existing land 

use policies and tax provisions. 

• Denmark, Germany and Flanders have specific goals for climate mitigation by agriculture. In 

Denmark the goal is included in the sector-wide ‘Agreement on a green transformation of Danish 

agriculture’. In Germany it is established by law, in Flanders in (a revision of the) Energy and Climate 

Plan.  

• The management of water quantity, especially in times of drought, is a highly controversial issue 

particularly in France. 

• Animal welfare is a major political issue particularly in Germany, where it is seen – more than in 

other countries – as an integral part of a more general agricultural reform.   
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• All four countries have ambitious quantitative targets for increasing the area used for organic 

farming. 

• Agricultural neo-corporatism is particularly strong in France. In Germany and Flanders, other 

interests increasingly find access to basically neo-corporatist structures of policy consultation. In 

Denmark, the wide-ranging ‘Agreement on a green transformation of Danish agriculture’ (2021) is 

an important step in breaking the traditional divide between the major interests in the field. 

• Party political divisions play a relatively minor role in policy development. Most mainstream parties 

agree on the basic goals regarding the agriculture-nature interface, if not on the ways to reach 

those goals (e.g., technological measures, nature-inclusive agriculture, ‘agro-ecology’, livestock 

size reduction, etc). In Flanders, the nationalist centre-right N-VA has contributed to a new political 

dynamic in the field. 
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Chapter 1 
Introduction to the project: Nature-agriculture 
relations – mapping and comparing political debates 
and policy dynamics 
 

Daan Boezemana, Duncan Liefferinkb  

 
a PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency, The Hague  
b Institute for Management Research, Radboud University, Nijmegen 

 

1. Introduction  
Agriculture and nature are intimately interrelated (Dudley and Alexander 2017). Agricultural systems 

affect biodiversity loss via environmental pressures, and by converting, managing and fragmenting 

habitats. At the same time, some types of species find their habitats in cultivated landscapes. Natural 

processes provide crucial ecosystem services to sustain agriculture, such as soil fertility, pollination or 

pest control, and can give rise to nature-based solutions for societal challenges. The relationship 

between agriculture and nature is a topic of heated debate and has fuelled policy reforms in both the 

agricultural and nature conservation domains (Daugbjerg & Swinbank 2016; Pe’er et al. 2019).  

In the societal and political debates on how the relation between agriculture and nature should be 

understood, evaluated and acted upon, one can observe the reproduction of classic discourses, such 

as those of land sparing (separation of functions) and land sharing (interweaving of functions) (Phalan 

et al. 2011), technological optimism or pessimism (Mann 2018), or the competing ways to govern 

natural resources (Dietz et al. 2003). Those debates on the future of rural areas not only revisit and 

contest old narratives (Hermans et al. 2010) but also push new concepts. Those concepts frame 

agriculture, nature and their interrelation as well as the logical possibilities of steering and policy 

interventions, e.g., circular (Dagevos & Lauwere 2021), conventional (Sumberg & Giller 2022), organic 

(Reganold & Wachter 2016), regenerative (Giller et al. 2021), or multifunctional (Marsden & Sonnino 

2008) agriculture, agroecology (Wezel et al 2009), sustainable intensification (Struik & Kuyper 2017), 

nature-based solutions (Seddon et al, 2020), or the plural interpretation of nature (Zeijts et al. 2017) 

and new conceptualisations of conservation (Büsscher & Fletcher 2019). 

Given these different ways of conceptualizing agriculture, nature and their future directions, PBL 

Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency studies possible futures of Dutch agriculture and 

nature in its agriculture-nature outlook. For this project the consequences of different policy directions 

for the coming decades are explored. While there are various outlooks either focussing on agriculture 

or nature, this outlook explicitly aims to focus on agriculture-nature relationships. Hence, the hyphen 

is very much at the centre of the endeavour. To provide input for the agriculture-nature outlook, the 

objective of this study is to explore the debates and developments in neighbouring countries. How are 

issues at the nature-agriculture interface framed and interpreted in the policy process in neighbouring 

countries? To what extent do the aforementioned discourses on land use, technology or governance 

play a role in those countries? What problems and which policy concepts to resolve them are being 

pushed? That is the topic of this study. A direct comparison with the debates, domestic policy 



 

 
6 

 

developments and their drivers in the Netherlands was beyond the scope of this study, but will be an 

integral part of the later nature-agricultural outlook.  

2. Study objectives and focus 
The objective of this study is to first map and then to compare the current political discourse on the 

nature-agriculture relationship in a selection of neighbouring or near-neighbouring countries that are 

confronted with roughly similar challenges in the field of agriculture-nature relations as the 

Netherlands (for country selection, see below). This is both to sketch current political debates as well 

as the main policies and policy developments to address these issues. While those policies may (or 

may not) have quantified targets and timetables to realize goals in the future, this project is not meant 

to systematically explore potential policy directions in those countries. Rather, by comparing current 

policy issues, this project will provide information on how other countries currently make choices 

affecting the relationship between agriculture and nature. As this should inform the potential policy 

directions addressed in the Agriculture-Nature Outlook 2050, a focused comparison is needed.  

The first way to focus and structure the comparison is by using three central concepts. The study 

focusses on the current political debates about the relationship between agriculture and nature, the 

domestic policies and policy developments that are being considered or implemented, and the drivers 

behind pushing problems and solutions onto the ‘political agenda’ and moving them forward in the 

policy cycle. The political agenda, following Kingdon (1984), is defined as the list of subjects or 

problems that receive seriously attention by government officials and those outside of the government 

that are close to those officials, such as powerful interest groups. Hence, we not only explore whether 

(new) topics have emerged in the last years, how issues are framed and whether or not new ways of 

framing issues become more (or less) dominant, but also aim to explore whether these ideas 

‘institutionalise’ into new policies, albeit very tentatively. When considering the drivers behind those 

changes we are interested in both more ‘endogenous’ factors, e.g. dominant domestic issues, domestic 

political cycles or changing patterns of interest mediation, as well as more exogenous factors, e.g. 

international shocks or pressures from the European level. 

The second way to focus the study is by looking at specific issues. As is clear from the opening sections 

of this chapter, the relationship between agriculture and nature has various dimensions. Given the 

objective for the nature-environment outlook, the first criterium for selecting the issues is related to 

two critical problems in the current agriculture-nature policy debate in the Netherlands: the emission 

of nitrogen (mainly in the form of ammonia) to the air (Stokstad 2019) and water as well as its impact 

on nature, and the question whether agricultural land should be transformed into nature (Boezeman 

et al. 2021; Boezeman, Vink & Van Hinsberg 2023). Hence, the two key themes in the analysis were 

selected deductively in the study and concern emissions and land use/space. Agricultural emissions, 

e.g. nitrogen or pesticides, affect the quality of the environment and therefore the conditions of 

habitats and species. In addition, much of the debate on land sparing and sharing is about how land, 

or space, could or should be allocated to either agriculture or nature, and the possibilities to combine 

the two. Other themes that may be at stake in the different countries were selected more inductively, 

dependent on their relevance in the political debates and policies in the country at stake. Those issues 

could for example include: risks of wild animals for agriculture (e.g., as spreading vector borne 

diseases, damage to crops, predators) or agricultural species for nature areas (e.g., spreading of exotic 

species); natural resources (e.g., the quantitative availability of water), the development of 

organic/regenerative/nature-based agriculture, or animal welfare. While the main focus is on 

emissions and their effects and on land use, other issues may be highly relevant to understand the 

political discourse in the study countries. 
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Thus, main questions for the country studies and the comparative analysis can be summarised as 

follows: 

1. What are the main issues in the political debates on the relationship between agriculture and 

nature? How are these issues framed? 

2. Which key policy choices are currently being made in this area? What are the main policies in 

terms of goals and measures? 

a. What are main policy goals? To what extent are these quantified in targets and 

timetables? (e.g., GHG emissions for agriculture, forestry and land use; eutrophication 

via air or water; pesticides; land use goals (more/less nature or agriculture)). How do 

these targets and timetables relate to the main European directives and policies, at 

least the Birds and Habitats directives and National Strategic Plan of the Common 

Agricultural Policy? 

b. How are the main policies organised? (e.g., state of development/implementation, 

division of competences, budgets, etc.) 

3. What are the main domestic or international drivers behind these political debates and policy 

dynamics? What has been triggering debates and policies addressing the agriculture-nature 

relationship in recent years? 

3. Approach  
For the analysis a two-step procedure was adopted. The first was the draft of country reports by 

experts on nature-agriculture relations in those countries (see chapters 3-6 of this report). Those 

reports were predominantly based on published material, i.e. document analysis and prior work of the 

experts involved. The experts were provided with a template highlighting aspects to be addressed in 

order to strengthen comparability (see Annex).  

Four countries – or, large regions within those countries – were selected according to a most similar 

cases design. All countries, or regions, are characterised by high ecological pressures stemming from, 

among other things, intensive agriculture. Various indicators might be used, such as the percentage of 

land used as agricultural land or legal protected nature areas, the amount of plant protection products 

per hectare, eutrophication of waters, the intensity of agricultural land use, etc. Given the importance 

of the debate on the livestock size and the nitrogen policies in the Netherlands (Boezeman & Vink 

2022), countries were selected that have at least regions with high livestock densities (figure 1) and 

high problem pressure of eutrophication via nitrogen deposition on terrestrial nature (figure 2). 

Further, all countries were selected to have large parts of their nature areas in the Atlantic 

biogeographical region (figure 3).  
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Figure 1: Livestock units per hectare of utilised agricultural area, EU NUTS 2 regions, 2020. Source 

Eurostat 2023.  
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Figure 2: Exceedance of atmospheric nitrogen deposition above critical loads for eutrophication in 

Europe in 2020. Source EEA 
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Figure 3: Natura 2000 and the different biogeographical regions.   

 
The selected countries/regions are:  

• France, with an extra focus on Brittany  

• the Flemish Region in Belgium, in short: Flanders  

• Germany, with an extra focus on Lower Saxony 

• Denmark  
 

The second step was a workshop with the country experts and the authors of the comparative report. 

After that workshop a comparison of the country reports was drafted. As discussed above, the issues 

addressed partly had a deductive basis (emissions and land use, particularly relevant for the Dutch 

context), and partly an inductive basis (‘other’ issues, emerging as particularly relevant from the 

country reports). The drivers were derived from the country reports and thus also have an inductive 

basis. The comparative report was then shared with the country experts for comments, leading to the 

final version that can be found in the next chapter. 
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1. Introduction 
This chapter brings together the main comparative findings of the four country reports. As set out in 

more detail in the introductory chapter to this project, the four reports, written by national experts, 

give an overview of current issues in the relationship between agriculture and nature in Denmark, 

Germany, Flanders, and France. We will focus on political debates, domestic policy developments and 

their drivers. 

 

The issues discussed in the present chapter have a mixed deductive and inductive character. We start 

comparing debates and domestic policy development concerning those issues. The first two sections 

deal with two issues that were identified from the outset as being of key importance in all four 

countries as well as in the Netherlands: emissions from agriculture, focusing on nitrogen and pesticides 

(section 2), and land use by agriculture vs nature (section 3). In fact, the country selection was to a 

large extent based on these two issues (see Intro chapter). After that, a number of issues that came up 

in one or more of the country reports are discussed and, as far as the available material allows, 

compared to the situation in the other countries. Those issues are climate (section 4.1), water quantity 

(section 4.2), animal welfare (section 4.3) and organic farming (section 4.4). While drivers for debates 

and domestic policy developments will already have been hinted at along the way, the next section 

(section 5) explores the key drivers and barriers to policy change in the area of agriculture-nature 

relations in a more systematic fashion. This exercise also has an inductive basis: the key factors that 

are discussed – political divisions (section 5.1), organised interests (section 5.2), EU legislation and 

policy (section 5.3), expertise (section 5.4), and federalisation, decentralisation, and regional 

differences (section 5.5) – have been derived from the accounts and explanations in the national 

reports. A short conclusion (section 6) reflects on the main comparative findings. 

  

As mentioned, the chapter is based in principle on the national reports. References to those reports 

consist of the country code (DK for Denmark; DE for Germany; FL for Flanders; FR for France) and a 

section number (e.g., “DK, §2.1” or “FL, §3.3.2”). Occasionally and only for specific details, additional 

reference is made to academic studies, official documents, government websites and press releases. 

 

2. Emissions 
This section deals with two major types of emissions of pollutants by agriculture: nitrogen (section 2.1) 

and pesticides (section 2.2). 

  

2.1. Nitrogen 
Too much nitrogen is considered an environmental problem in all four countries, but not in all four 

countries in the same way and to the same degree. This comes to the fore already in the way the 

problem is framed and defined. 

 

Definition of the problem 
Within the framing of why nitrogen is a problem, one can distinguish between an emphasis on 

protecting drinking water sources for human health, or on protecting ecosystems against 

eutrophication as well as acidificiation. A gradual shift from protecting human health to protecting 

ecosystems can be observed for instance in the development of the relevant European directives in 

the field. The 1991 Nitrates Directives (ND), with its limit value for the concentration of nitrates in 

water of 50 mg NO3/l, has a combined focus on protecting drinking water sources and preventing the 

eutrophication of aquatic ecosystems. The Water Framework Directive (WFD), adopted almost 10 
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years later (2000) and requiring good quality of ground and surface water by 2027, has a stronger focus 

on protecting ecosystems and broadens its scope to a much wider range of pollutants. From an 

ecosystem perspective, norms for nitrates may be stricter than those with a view to preparing drinking 

water, depending upon the needs of aquatic ecosystems and habitats.  

 

Most countries struggle to find a balance between the two frames. In this context it is helpful to realise 

that they already have great problems achieving the limit value of 50 mg NO3/l of the ND throughout 

their territory. Thus, infringements – or the threat of infringements – for lack of improvement under 

the ND have to a large extent driven nitrogen policies in Germany, Flanders and France, and to a lesser 

extent in Denmark (DE, §3.3.1; FL, §2.2-6 p10-16; FR, §2.1; see this chapter, below and section 5). 

Achieving the more ambitious ecological goals of the WFD will be even more difficult (e.g., FL, §2.6; 

FR, §2.1). In Denmark, in particular, the broader focus on ecological quality can already be recognised 

from the 1980s in the series of plans for the aquatic environment, concentrating on the eutrophication 

of surface water, particularly coastal waters, as well as on nitrates in ground and drinking water (DK, 

§2.2) – which is of course not to say that compliance with the WFD will be easy or even fully achievable 

in Denmark. 

 

The situation is further complicated by another body of EU legislation: the EU Natura 2000 package, 

consisting of the Birds Directive (BD, 1979) and the Habitats Directive (HD, 1992). The HD establishes 

a link between nitrogen and ecological quality through its obligation to prevent deterioration of 

protected habitats designated under the Directive from activities that cause significant disturbance, 

such as overgrazing or overfishing, but also other environmental stressors. Importantly, this 

requirement does not only involve exposition to nitrates through ground and/or surface water, but 

also the deposition of nitrogen deriving from emissions of ammonia (NH3) and nitrogen oxides (NOx) 

to the air. In other words, also airborne nitrogen, notably ammonia, is closely linked to nature 

protection and the HD’s ‘no deterioration’ clause. This may have serious consequences. In Flanders, 

for instance (as in the Netherlands, for that matter), a national court annulled existing policies 

regarding nitrogen emissions from farms in view of their failure to guarantee ‘no deterioration’ of 

Natura 2000 areas (FL, §2.3-5), even though a formal infringement procedure had not (yet) been 

initiated by the European Commission.  

 

Germany has long been a special case in this regard. Here the establishment of a policy link between 

agricultural nitrogen and nature quality has long been prevented by the fact that, according to German 

law, agriculture used to be exempted from the requirement to assess the impact of ‘projects’ on HD 

areas. In 2018, the ECJ ruled that also agricultural ‘projects’ require approval under the HD. With the 

implementation of this ruling still underway, this is likely to lead to a stronger connection between 

nitrogen and nature quality in Germany too (DE, §3.4). Hence, the situation regarding the ND is 

different from the one regarding the HD. While in the former case (the threat of) infringement 

procedures and the (potential) loss of derogation for the ND plays a central role, in the latter the 

domestic legal interpretation of European law is driving domestic debates and policy change (see next 

section) (Backes 2023). 

 

In policies in Denmark and France, atmospheric deposition of nitrogen is predominantly seen as a 

‘separate’ air quality issue with links to the EU’s National Emission Ceilings (NEC) Directive rather than 

the HD (DK, §2.2.1; FR, §2.1). Overall, due to a comparatively somewhat lower overall density of 

livestock farming, the contribution of airborne nitrogen from agriculture to the nitrogen load on nature 

areas in those countries is considered to be smaller than in Flanders and the Netherlands (p17) – 

although the impact on nature may still be significant and subject to policies at the regional level, e.g., 
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in Brittany (FR, §2.1). An infringement procedure regarding the emission of ammonia under the NEC 

Directive was in fact opened against Denmark. The case seemed to be reverted after the massive 

culling of fur minks in view of Covid-19 in 2020, but may be re-opened if many mink farms open again 

(Arp and Lund-Hansen, 2023) 

 

Finally, it must be highlighted that policies to reduce nitrogen from agriculture are increasingly framed 

in synergy with climate mitigation. In Denmark, afforestation programmes and the ‘rewetting’ of 

peatland, both mainly aimed at agricultural land, are seen as serving goals of both reducing nitrogen 

emissions to groundwater and surface water (through taking out farmland) and climate mitigation 

(through uptake of CO2 by forests and the prevention of emissions of methane, respectively) (DK, §1.2, 

§2.1.1, §2.2; see also this chapter, section 4.1). The French Climate and Resilience Act of 2021 aims at 

reducing the use of mineral nitrogen fertilisers to curb the emission of nitrous oxide (N2O, a 

greenhouse gas) and ammonia (Euractiv 2021). Although climate seems to dominate over nitrogen in 

the French political agenda (FR, §2.1), these measures will also have an effect on nitrogen emission 

and deposition. Also in Germany, climate mitigation goals are increasingly linked to the agricultural 

sector, although concrete measures have so far been limited (or, as in the case of bio-energy, highly 

controversial) (DE, §3.1; see also this chapter, section 4.1).  

 

Policy development   
Despite long-standing policy efforts to reduce the loss of nitrogen from agriculture and/or its impacts 

on the quality of water and ecosystems, and irrespective of the public and political attention the issue 

receives, nitrogen has proven to be a persistent and hard-to-control problem in all four countries. They 

have chosen quite different approaches for taking additional steps. 

 

In Denmark, the amount on manure applied to the land has been limited since 1991 through the so-

called ‘harmony rules’, which relate the number of animals allowed on a farm to the area available for 

spreading manure (Ministry of Environment and Food of Denmark/EPA, 2017). In recent years, as 

mentioned, Denmark is increasingly aiming for integrated packages of measures, ideally serving both 

nitrogen and climate goals as well as biodiversity goals. Examples are the afforestation programme 

and the ‘rewetting’ of agricultural land, mainly peatland. The afforestation programme, with its 

objective to raise the country’s forest cover from 11% to 25% over a period of 100 years, was 

established already in 1989 (DK, §2.1.1). Originally, it was designed as a tool to fight agricultural 

overproduction and to support marginal agricultural areas. Later the focus shifted to reducing nitrogen 

(and pesticides) emissions with a view to protecting ground water and drinking water resources. While 

the latter goals are still relevant, climate mitigation and biodiversity have more recently been added 

to that. Interestingly, throughout these shifts in the policy rationale, the goal of 25% forest cover as 

such has not changed (DK, §2.1.1). In 2020, 14.5% had been reached. If the plans of the current 

government to establish 250,000 ha of new forests materialises, this will increase to 20.3% in 2040 

(DK, §2.1.1). The ‘rewetting’ of 100,000 ha of peatland until 2030 is part of an ‘Agreement on a green 

transformation of Danish agriculture’ signed in 2021 by the government and a broad range of 

stakeholders, including the agricultural sector (DK, §2.2). At the same time, to be sure, Denmark still 

invests in so-called ‘targeted’ technical measures to reduce nitrogen emissions at farm level, such as 

precision farming, catch crops, etc (DK, §2.2). 

 

Germany exhibits strong regional differences with regard to nitrogen emissions and vulnerability. 

Federal legislation sets several general rules regarding, for instance, the nutrient balance at farm level 

and the application of manure. Following a prolonged infringement procedure under the ND, starting 

in 2011 and culminating in the condemnation of Germany by the ECJ in 2018 (case C-543/16), Germany 
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considerably strengthened its federal fertiliser law several times from 2017 (DE, §3.3.1). Whereas the 

entire German territory has been designated as a ‘nitrate vulnerable zone’ under the ND, an important 

feature of the current rules is the designation of areas suffering from particularly high levels of nitrates 

pollution, so-called ‘red’ areas (rote Gebiete, also known as nitratsensible Gebiete or nitratbelastete 

Gebiete), by the federal states. For instance, in Lower Saxony, one of the federal states suffering most 

from high nitrogen loads, around 30% of the total agricultural area was designated as ‘red’ area 

(Niedersächsisches Ministerium für Ernährung, Landwirtschaft und Verbraucherschutz, 2020). Within 

those ‘red’ areas, the federal states have to further strengthen nitrogen regulations, including a 

mandatory reduction of the amount of manure applied to the land by 20% (Landwirtschaftskammer 

Niedersachsen – Düngebehörde, 2021). Apart from that, policies both inside and outside the ‘red’ 

areas mostly focus on ‘traditional’ technical measures such as restricted periods for spreading manure, 

catch crops, etc (DE, §3.3.1, §3.6; Niedersächsisches Ministerium für Ernährung, Landwirtschaft und 

Verbraucherschutz, 2020; Landwirtschafstkammer Niedersachsen – Düngebehörde, 2021). 

 

In Flanders, nitrogen in groundwater and surface water has been a concern at least since the obligation 

to periodically prepare Manure Action Plans (MAPs) under the ND, i.e., from the 1990s. From 2007, 

the number of animals on farms was limited through tradeable nutrient emission rights, based on 

calculated manure production per animal (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij, n.d.). Atmospheric deposition 

of nitrogen, i.e., ammonia and nitrogen oxides, on Natura 2000 areas entered the political agenda 

around 2014. It led to the establishment of a highly contested critical loads approach for nitrogen 

deposition and an at first provisional Programmatic Approach to Nitrogen (VPAS), which was annulled 

by the court in 2021, and followed by a ‘definitive’ version (DPAS) in 2022 as are result of the 

government’s so-called ‘Crocus Agreement’. The first voluntary buy-out scheme for farms with a view 

to reducing the manure surplus was introduced already in 2001-2004. The DPAS contains various 

technical measures as well as – again – two voluntary buy-out schemes, but also the forced termination 

by 2025 of a small number of farms responsible for more than 50% of the critical load on an adjacent 

HD site (FL, §2.1-5, see also Vlaanderen, Department Omgeving, n.d., a). The package should decrease 

the number of pigs with 30% by 2030, for which budget is made available (De Standaard, 2022; 

Grommen, 2022) 

 

France, finally, attracted three infringement procedures under the ND, concerning the delimitation of 

‘nitrate vulnerable zones’ under the Directive, the content and ambition of the MAP, and the actual 

(non-compliant) achievements with regard to water quality. These procedures did not lead to strong 

public or political debate or to major legal change at the national level but mainly instigated additional 

technical measures (FR, §2.1). Also in France, as in Germany, considerable regional differences exist. 

In 2021, in contrast with the national level, the drafting of the 7th Regional MAP in Brittany, a region 

characterised by relatively poor water quality and designated in its entirety as a vulnerable zone under 

the ND, caused considerable controversy (FR, §4.2).  

 

Thus, an indirect cap on livestock exists in Denmark (‘harmony rules’) and Flanders (nutrient emission 

rights). In none of the countries studied, however, a direct and legally enforceable limitation of the 

number of animals has been considered a serious political option, although it was proposed by some 

left-wing parties and environment/nature NGOs in Denmark and Flanders (DK, §2.2; FL, §2.5.3-4).  

 

2.2. Pesticides 
Public and political attention for the use and emission of pesticides differs strongly per country, which 

may be partly explained by the fact that the EU has so far mainly regulated the admission and risk 
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control of pesticides, while stipulating only rather general regulations for application in the Sustainable 

Use of Pesticides Directive, such as the adoption of ‘integrated pest management’.  

 

In Germany, pesticides became a major issue, not only in policy circles but also among the wider public, 

due to a scientific publication in 2017 showing that insect populations in German nature areas had 

strongly declined (Hallmann et al.  2017). It led, among other things, to a ban on glyphosate from 2024, 

tightening of pesticide rules in protected areas and a ban on using pesticides within 10 m from surface 

waters on arable land and 5 m with year-round green plant cover (exempting however small water 

bodies, which is likely to weaken the ecological effect of the latter measure) (DE, §3.3.2). The 

introduction of a risk-based pesticide levy sought by Bündnis 90 / Die Grünen failed in the coalition 

negotiations despite preliminary scientific discussions (cf. Möckel et al. 2021). The publication by 

Hallmann et al. (2017) had an impact also in other countries, including the Netherlands, but nowhere 

as strong and widespread as in Germany.   

 

In France, pesticides have been high on the agenda – and perhaps higher on the agenda than nitrogen, 

at least at the national level – for quite some time. The Ecophyto plan, published in 2009, entailed 

programmes to reduce pesticide use including a tax on farm chemicals as well as a budget of 0.5 billion 

Euros. The plan largely failed and was succeeded in 2019 by the Ecophyto 2+ plan. However, practical 

progress has been reported to be limited, with continued delays for instance in phasing out glyphosate 

and neonicotinoids (FR, §2.1). Due to the non-state expert network Solagro, a country-wide monitoring 

system for the use of pesticides exists nowadays in France (FR, §2.1).       

 

Elsewhere, problems related to pesticide use do of course not go unnoticed and form part of regular 

agri-environmental policy, be it for ecological, public health and/or occupational safety reasons, but 

currently appear to be lower on the political agenda than in Germany and France. At least as far as 

Denmark is concerned, one reason for this may be that pesticide use already significantly dropped 

after a successful tightening of the tax regime on pesticides in 2013 (Nielsen et al., 2023). In Denmark 

the problem now seems to be in the ‘maintenance’ rather than the ‘policy making’ phase, and mainly 

related to the quality of drinking water (Graversgaard, 2023). In Flanders, environmental NGOs started 

a ‘pesticides case’ claiming that policies and the system of assessment for approving pesticide use close 

to Natura 2000 areas is not compliant with the HD (Van Berlaer 2023), but it is at this stage unclear 

what consequences this might have. 

 

3. Land use 
This section deals with the spatial side of agriculture-nature relations, or in other words: the way space 

is divided among agriculture, nature as well as other forms of land use. We will start with a broad 

characterisation of this relationship in the four countries, followed by more specific considerations of 

the creation of new nature areas and national parks, and the issue of ‘land take’ by urban use.  

 

3.1. Separation vs. interweaving 
A useful way to characterise the spatial relationship between agriculture and nature is the distinction 

between the spatial separation and the spatial interweaving of agricultural and nature functions. The 

former, also referred to as ‘land sparing’, starts from the idea that ‘nature’ and ‘agriculture’ should be 

strictly separated, with sustainable intensification on agricultural land in order to free up space for 

nature in reserves and processes of ‘rewilding’ without much human interference. The interweaving 

of agricultural and nature functions in a given area is also denoted as ‘land sharing’. Here one should 

think of ‘nature inclusive’ agricultural land and production, for instance in the form of agro-ecology or 
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food forests. Of course, this distinction is not black-and-white. Strictly protected nature reserves 

without any agricultural or other activity will exist everywhere. At the same time, areas with some 

form of agricultural use have become habitat types in their own right and various species (e.g., 

farmland birds such as lapwing or black-tailed godwit) as well as various ‘arcadian’ landscape types 

depend upon nature areas that need some form of cultivation to maintain them. Nevertheless, broadly 

speaking, the four countries appear to take different positions on the spectrum.  

 

In Denmark, separation seems to prevail. Nature in Denmark is reported to be framed mainly in terms 

of lack of space for nature with sufficiently high quality to support biodiversity. Consequently, 

emphasis is placed on reserving land for afforestation, (re)creating wetlands and establishing national 

parks. This view on nature is supported by most of the relevant expert community in Denmark (DK, 

§1.3.1, §2.1). With increased competition for land – it was calculated that all current, formally adopted 

plans and goals in Denmark would take up 130-140% of the country’s total surface, with afforestation, 

nature and renewable energy production claiming most extra space (Arler et al., 2017; DK, §2.1) – 

opportunities for combining functions are likely to receive more attention in the future (DK, §3). This 

may be further stimulated by increasing emphasis on greening requirements, conditional payments 

and agro-environmental schemes in the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) (DK, §2.1.2),  

 

In Germany, Flanders and France, there appears to be more of a mix of separation and interweaving, 

with both more or less strictly protected nature areas and what might be called a landscape approach 

in which various functions, such as agriculture and nature, but also for instance recreation or housing, 

are combined. The debate in Germany about insect die-back (see this chapter, section 2.2) also points 

in the direction of more nature-inclusive agriculture. Interweaving, perhaps more than separation, 

requires a clear and well-communicated vision on a multi-functional and controlled use of space, for 

instance in the form of zoning. It is reported that in Flanders, such vision has long been scant, in some 

cases leading to legal uncertainty and a ‘legacy of mistrust’ between the government and land users 

(FL, §4.3).  

 

In France, the two models appear to exist as it were in parallel. On the one hand, there is a focus in 

debate and policy on nature set apart from (intensive) agriculture (FR, §1.2, §2.2). On the other hand, 

various lighter forms of protection combining nature with extensive agriculture exist (FR, §2.2) and 

include a significant share of the French Natura 2000 areas (Bouwma et al., 2018). Nevertheless, 

attempts to reconciliate nature and agriculture, for instance under the label of ‘agro-ecology’, have so 

far remained marginal in France (FR, §2.2) and reforms of the CAP to this end have been taken up with 

considerable resistance. The latest version of the French National Strategic Plan (NSP) under the CAP 

is still being criticised by a broad coalition of environmental NGOs and scientists for leaving the basic 

premises of conventional agriculture untouched and moving towards an agro-ecological transition too 

slowly (FR, §3 passim), which may be taken as a sign of the persistence of the separation discourse in 

France. 

 

Familiarity with the practice of interweaving does not mean that the trend towards more integrated 

forms of agriculture in the present CAP reform is being met without controversy. Debates between the 

government, conventional vs. ecological farmers and environmental/nature groups about the new 

directions in the CAP evolved in Germany and in Flanders too (DE, §3.2; FL, §3.3-6). A draft of the 

German NSP was turned down by the European Commission in early 2022 for being insufficiently clear 

about the requirements for conditional payments to farmers, among other things, with the improved 

version then being accepted by the Commission in September 2022 (DE, §3.2). Also the Flemish draft 

was criticised by the Commission for lacking ambition (FL, §3.3.2). In the final drafts currently available, 
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however, the idea of interweaving inherent in conditionality and eco-scheme payments seem to have 

found reasonably firm ground (although in Germany much depends on how exactly the federal states 

will fill in their programmes under the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development, EAFRD) (DE, 

§3.2; FL, §3.3.4). 

 

3.2. New nature areas and national parks 
Driven by a variety of motivations, including the improvement of biodiversity, all four countries have 

programmes to increase the area under some form of nature protection and/or to establish new 

national parks.  

 

Already in 1989, as flagged up before, Denmark committed itself to more than doubling its forest area 

over the next 100 years. Motivations for this ambitious goal shifted from fighting agricultural 

overproduction and supporting marginal agricultural areas, to reducing nitrogen and pesticides 

emissions with a view to ground water and drinking water resources, and then to climate mitigation 

and biodiversity (see this chapter, section 2.1; DK, §2.1.1). However, while the former motivations may 

have somewhat faded away from the public and political agenda, this is no to say that they became 

completely irrelevant. A certain layering of mutually enhancing motivations may well have contributed 

to the stability of the Danish afforestation goal. In 2021, the goal of ‘rewetting’ 100,000 ha of peatland 

until 2030 was added to it, motivated mainly by climate and biodiversity concerns (this chapter, section 

2.1; DK, §2.2).  

 

Apart from this, the Danish government in 2020 expressed the intention to establish 15 national parks. 

While being a new instrument in Danish nature policy as such, the parks will be based on existing 

nature areas receiving a higher conservation status. With their intended focus on rewilding the 

national parks programme further strengthens the separation of nature from other land uses in 

Denmark – although not without debate (DK, §2.1.3). 

 

Flanders also has its parks programme, published in 2021. In contrast with the Danish programme, 

however, the Flemish Parks programme distinguishes between two types of parks: national parks 

which focus on natural values and biodiversity and can be associated with separation, and landscape 

parks which focus on landscape values, combine nature with agriculture and other functions (such as 

recreation, housing, business and tourism), and can be associated with interweaving. While the 

national parks are motivated primarily by biodiversity goals, the central aim of the landscape parks is 

integrated regional development (FL, §4.2.1). The two types thus reflect the Flemish mix of separation 

and interweaving. Particularly farmers’ organisations are critical about the programme in view of 

possible limitations to agricultural development (FL, §4.3).  

 

In Flanders, currently three national parks and three landscape parks are foreseen. They are being 

selected in a process combining top-down and bottom-up elements (FL, §4.2.2). On the basis of 

conditions for the parks set by the Flemish government, local stakeholder coalitions could propose 

areas for selection. A total of 10 proposals for national parks and 13 proposals for landscape parks 

were submitted (FL, §4.2.2), suggesting that at local level conflicts of interests could at least to some 

extent be overcome. An expert jury selected a limited number of proposals for further elaboration by 

the stakeholder group. In the course of 2023, the final selection will be made, again by an expert jury 

at central level.  

 

Deriving from the Aichi targets under the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD), France formulated 

a National Strategy for Biodiversity in 2012. Among other things, it aimed at increasing the area under 
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strong protection to 2% of the country’s land surface by 2019. The target was however not achieved 

(FR, §2.2). In 2016, the objective of zero net loss of biodiversity was legally established. The ensuing 

2018 Biodiversity Plan again aimed at increasing the area under nature protection, including the 

establishment or extension of 20 national nature reserves (FR, §2.2). In Germany, for instance the 

federal state of Lower Saxony plans to expand its biotope network. This will be done at least partly 

through contractual nature conservation, reflecting a certain preference for the interweaving of 

functions (DE, §3.6).       

 

3.3. No net land take 
All EU Member States are nowadays somehow engaged in stopping or limiting the loss of forest, nature 

and agricultural area to other land uses such as housing, industry, infrastructure or leisure – if only in 

the context of the ‘no net land take by 2050’ initiative launched by the European Commission in the 

early 2010s. France and Flanders present themselves as pioneers in this field. 

 

In France, a ‘no net land take by 2050’ (zéro artificialisation nette, ZAN) objective was laid down in the 

2021 Climate and Resilience Act, with an interim target of halving the ‘taking’ of space over the next 

ten years (FR, §2.3). Above all, the French experience shows how complex the implementation of ‘no 

net land take’ can be. Quite obviously, ‘no net land take’ involves revising housing and urbanisation 

policies, for instance favouring urban renewal over building in newly developed areas, but there is 

more to it. Agricultural land is relatively heavily taxed in France, stimulating owners to sell less 

profitable land. In addition to that, renting out farmland is not attractive due to existing policies that 

have kept farm rents low. In the post-war period, this was intended to allow active farmers to invest 

in modernisation and intensification, but nowadays it again stimulates owners to sell their land, rather 

than to rent it out for agricultural use. Both factors contribute to relatively low prices for agricultural 

land in France. Considering finally that market prices do not reflect the environmental value of natural 

land, the current situation constitutes an incentive for further ‘artificialisation’ of the land (FR, §2.3). 

Specificities will be different in each country, but the French case shows that ‘no net land take’ can 

deeply intervene in long-established land use policies and tax systems.   

 

Flanders has a long history of debating urban sprawl. The aforementioned Flemish ‘Crocus Agreement’ 

of February 2022 also contains the goal of reducing additional land take to 3 ha/day in 2025 and to 

zero in 2040 (the so-called ‘bouwshift’ or ‘betonstop’) (Vlaanderen, Departement Omgeving, n.d., b).  

 

4. Other issues 
This section discusses a number of issues that came up inductively in one or more of the country 

reports. Those issues are climate (section 4.1), water quantity (section 4.2), animal welfare (section 

4.3) and organic farming (section 4.4). 

 

4.1. Climate 
Particularly since the 2015 Paris Agreement, climate change has become an overarching policy issue 

with ramifications in almost all other policy fields. At the same time, agriculture is in almost all 

countries a policy sector exhibiting a strong dynamic of its own. The extent to which climate change 

has been incorporated into policies related to agriculture and nature differs per country.  

 

In Denmark, as pointed out above, climate mitigation has become more and more central in the debate 

about agriculture and nature, gradually superseding even the focus on nitrogen. A case in point is the 

‘rewetting’ programme (and to a lesser extent the afforestation programme) (see above), which is 
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framed primarily in terms of reducing greenhouse gases but has a positive impact on nitrogen emission 

too. This can be related to Denmark’s pledge, laid down in the 2020 Climate Act, to reduce greenhouse 

gas emissions by 70% in 2030 relative to 1990 and to achieve climate neutrality in 2050. The current 

government changed the latter goal to 2045. In this context, the 2021 ‘Agreement on a green 

transformation of Danish agriculture’ committed the agricultural and forestry sector to reducing its 

greenhouse gas emissions by 55-60% in 2030, relative to 1990 (DK, §2.2). Furthermore, whereas 

limiting the absolute number of animals held in Denmark is not on the agenda (DK, §2.2; see above), 

the current government has the intention to introduce a CO2 tax aimed at agriculture which is 

envisaged to lead to a significant reduction of livestock production (DK, §2.2). The Danish Climate 

Council, an advisory council to the government, concluded in its 2023 status report that Denmark will 

not reach its climate goals if a CO2 tax, also for agriculture, is not introduced. At the same time, 

opposition to the tax on the part of farmers appears to be growing (Pedersen, 2023). 

 

Germany’s Climate Protection Act also aims at achieving climate neutrality in 2045, followed by 

negative greenhouse gas emissions in 2050. The interim target for 2030 is 65% relative to 1990 levels. 

There is a specific target for agriculture, formulated as a cap on the sector’s total greenhouse gas 

emissions: 56 Mton CO2 eq in 2030, which comes down to just above 30% reduction relative to 1990 

(Bundesregierung, 2019, p. 107), and a further 40 Mton CO2 eq in 2040 (DE, §3.1, §3.3). Measures such 

as reducing the emission of nitrous oxide, increasing organic farming, rewetting peatlands and 

promoting afforestation are foreseen, but not yet enshrined in law (DE, §3.1). The proposals also 

include the limitation of support to livestock farming with a maximum of 2 livestock units per hectare 

(DE, §3.1), which can be seen as an indirect, non-compulsory cap on livestock numbers. A bone of 

contention in the German agricultural climate policy has been the large-scale cultivation of energy-

crops for power generation, promoted by the Schröder and Merkel governments, in spite of increasing 

evidence for various negative environmental effects, including soil degradation and increased use of 

fertilisers and manure (DE, §3.1).  

 

In Flanders, the 2021 revision of the 2019 Energy and Climate Plan tightened the CO2 reduction for 

agriculture to 31.3% in 2030, relative to 2005. The memorandum explaining the revision raises the 

possibility of reducing livestock in relation also to water quality and biodiversity objectives (Vlaamse 

Regering, 2021).  

In France, finally, the relationship between climate mitigation goals and policies related to agriculture 

and nature appears, as yet, to be more indirect (FR, §2.1), apart from some specific policies (e.g. the 

reduction of nitrous oxide emissions in France; see Euractiv 2021 and above) and although climate 

mitigation has been a recurrent theme in discussions about the NSP under the CAP (FR, §3, 3.1 and 

3.2). In France, concerns about the impact of climate change on agriculture, i.e., climate adaptation, 

appears to raise more attention (FR, §2.1), for instance in relation to water scarcity (FR, §2.4; see also 

below).  Moreover, observers highlight a form of ‘issue-competition’ in the attention of decision-

makers and the media, with the climate issue tending to dominate other environmental issues (FR, 

§2.1). 

 

4.2. Water quantity 
Due to climate change, increasingly long and serious periods of drought are to be expected. Both the 

droughts themselves and possible measures to adapt to droughts may have an impact on nature as 

well as agriculture. The problem has so far made itself felt particularly in France. Following two 

emblematic conflicts over dam projects in the South of France, it was realised that the competing 
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interests of agriculture and nature regarding water can lead to nothing less than ‘water wars’ – and 

that these conflicts may further sharpen with increasing droughts (FR, §2.4). The issue was discussed 

during two consultations at national level, held in 2018-19 and 2021 and concluding that better 

mechanisms for sharing scarce water resources are needed. Part of the government’s response was to 

decentralise the quantitative management of water resources, with a key role for the departmental 

prefects. Environmental organisations criticised this development in view of, among other things, the 

strong (basically neo-corporatist, see below) influence of local agricultural interests and an alleged lack 

of underlying data on water use at local/departmental level (FR, §2.4). 

 

Denmark has an ongoing programme for the ‘rewetting’ of peatland, while Germany has plans to this 

end (see above). However, these are primarily aimed at reducing the emission of greenhouse gases 

(methane), i.e. climate mitigation, and related less to water quantity as such or climate adaptation.   

 

4.3. Animal welfare 
Animal welfare is an upcoming, but still relatively ‘isolated’ issue in all countries. Particularly in 

Germany, however, it is increasingly seen as an integral part of a possible broader agricultural reform. 

The goal of improving livestock health and welfare is embraced by a broad range of agricultural experts 

as well as the major political parties; it is in fact part of the 2021 coalition agreement. Moreover, it is 

increasingly recognised that this goal can go hand in hand with, among other things, the reduction of 

nitrogen and greenhouse gas emissions through an extensification of agricultural production (DE, 

§3.5), although studies have shown that considerations of animal welfare are generally stronger in the 

public support for restructuring the livestock sector than motivations related to climate change 

mitigation (Perino and Schwickert 2023). In June 2022, the government announced to set aside an 

additional 1 billion euros for investment in ‘animal and climate protection’ in livestock farming (BMEL, 

2022). It also considers the restructuring of the livestock sector by way of a tax or levy, with an explicit 

view to the specific demands of the species held on livestock farms (DE, §3.5).  

 

4.4. Organic farming 
Organic farming is widely seen as (at least) part of a transition to a more sustainable agriculture. Thus, 

all countries in the sample have targets for organic farming that may be called ambitious within their 

respective context. Exploring the motivations for those goals (e.g., food safety and human health, or 

biodiversity) and the differences between the countries goes beyond the scope of this study.  

 

Among the four countries in the sample, Denmark has the highest share of organic farming as a 

percentage of the total agricultural area, with around 12% in 2020 (Eurostat, 2022). It wants to double 

the area for organic farming by 2030 (European Commission 2022a). Germany currently aims at a 30% 

share of organic farming in the total agricultural area by 2030. In 2020 the percentage was 10.3%, with 

considerable regional differences, e.g. only around 5% in Lower Saxony (DE, §1). In the context of the 

negotiations on the CAP-NSP, the Flemish target for organic farming was recently increased to 30,000 

ha, or 5% (FL, §3.3.4; European Commission, 2022b). The current percentage is 1.6% (Vlaanderen, 

Departement Landbouw en Visserij, n.d.). In France, the share of organic farming as a percentage of 

the total area of agricultural land rapidly increased over the past decade to 10.3% in 2021. 

Nevertheless, the target of 15% in 2022, set already in 2010, was not met. The current goal is 18% in 

2027 (European Commission 2022c). Also in France large regional differences exist, with organic 

strongholds mainly in the southern part of the country (Cour des Comptes, 2022). 
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5. Drivers and barriers of change 
Various drivers and barriers for debates and policy developments have been referred to in the previous 

sections. The present section starts – so to say – from the other end. It discusses stability and change 

regarding the nature-agriculture interface by systematically exploring the major drivers and barriers 

to (long-term) change and exploring their impact upon the issues discussed in the previous sections. 

The drivers and barriers have been derived inductively from the national reports.  

 

5.1. Political divisions 
In the policy area discussed in this report, party politics matter surprisingly little, with the exception 

perhaps of Flanders. In Flanders the historical link between the Christian-Democrat party CD&V and 

agriculture to a considerable extent still exists (see also this chapter, section 5.2). In the period 2004-

2019, both agriculture and nature were in the hands of Christian-Democrat ministers. In 2019, while 

CD&V remained responsible for agriculture, the nationalist centre-right party N-VA took over the 

Ministry of Nature, Environment and Spatial Planning. Not having similarly strong connections to the 

agricultural sector, the N-VA contributed to a new political dynamic and a number of significant policy 

changes, for instance relating to nitrogen and the national parks programme (FL, §1.3, §2.5, §4.2.1, 

§5.2).  

 

In the other countries, policies preferences relating to agriculture and nature more openly cut across 

political parties, which may suggest a gradual dissolution of the traditional ties between Christian-

Democrat parties and the agricultural sector. In Germany and Denmark, all major parties in principle 

agree to the need to reform agriculture in order to reduce its impact on nature and environment and, 

particularly in Germany, to improve animal welfare (DE, §3, §3.1, §3.5, §5; DK, §2.2). At the same time, 

German political parties from the Christian-Democrat CDU/CSU to the liberal FDP and parts of the 

Social-Democrat SPD supported the exemption of agriculture from environmental rules such as the 

requirements under the HD (see this chapter, section 2.1). Remarkable in both countries is the 

considerable continuity relating to agriculture-nature issues across government coalitions (DE, §3, 

§3.1, §3.2; DK, §2.2).  

 

In France, political party divisions hardly play a role in this field and are overridden by continued neo-

corporatist relations between the agricultural sector and the French state apparatus generally (see 

below, section 5.2). 

 

5.2. Organised interests 
Neo-corporatism, i.e. close and cooperative relations between the state and organised interests, has 

traditionally been strong in the agricultural field in most European countries. Among the four countries 

in the sample, neo-corporatist relations between agriculture and politics seem to have eroded most in 

Denmark. A case in point is the ‘Agreement on a green transformation of Danish agriculture’ signed in 

2021 by the government and a broad range of stakeholders, including the main agricultural association, 

the Danish Agriculture and Food Council, the main environmental organisation, the Danish Society for 

Nature Conservation, as well as the association of local authorities, Local Government Denmark (DK, 

§2.1). The agreement lays the ground for ambitious policies regarding nitrogen and climate (as regards 

the latter, e.g., binding greenhouse gas reduction target for agriculture and forestry of 55-65% in 2030, 

relative to 1990, and the objective to ‘rewet’ 100,000 ha of peatland by the same year, see above), 

and breaks the traditional divide between the two major organised interests in the field. Agri-business 

seems to be making the turn too, with for instance Denmark’s largest dairy company, Arla, requesting 
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farms to conduct a climate check as evidence for the ‘greenness’ of its products (Graversgaard, 2022). 

It must be noted, though, that a fierce debate on the introduction of a CO2 tax for the agricultural 

sector is emerging (see above).  

 

In Flanders, structures for neo-corporatist consultation between interest groups and the government 

still exist (FL, §1.1, §5) but have become less exclusive. Apart from farmers’ organisations such as the 

Boerenbond and the Algemeen Boerensyndicaat (ABS), increasingly also environment/nature 

organisations, notably Natuurpunt, play a full-fledged role in consultations. A typical expression of neo-

corporatism opening up in Flanders is the observed mobility of personnel between the Boerenbond, 

the Christian-Democrat part CD&V and the Department of Agriculture on the one hand and between 

environmental organisations, the Greens and parts of N-VA and environmental agencies on the other 

(FL, §5.2). While neo-corporatist modes of policy making with key roles for the Department of 

Agriculture and farmers’ organisations prevailed in the process of formulating the Flemish CAP-NSP 

(FL, §3.6.2, §5.1-2), new ways were attempted in the bottom-up procedure for designating new 

national and landscape parks, initiated by the N-VA Minister for Nature, Environment and Spatial 

Planning (FL, §4.2.2 and §4.3; see also this chapter, section 3.2).   

 

Germany presents a mix of remaining elements of ‘closed shop’ agricultural neo-corporatism and 

openness to other interests. Neo-corporatist structures par excellence are the German regional (i.e., 

state level) Chambers of Agriculture (Landwirtschaftskammer), which combine the representation of 

the interests of the agricultural sector with service to their members and the implementation of 

delegated public tasks. The regional and local water and soil associations (Wasser- und 

Bodenverbände) hold a similar combination of functions. As flagged up in the national report on 

Germany, the ‘double-hatted’ character of these organisations is becoming increasingly problematic 

with growing public policy involvement with the relationship between agriculture, nature and 

environment (DE, §4). At the same time, other interests can play a role too. In 2020, the State of Lower 

Saxony and a number of interest organisations signed the policy document ‘The Lower Saxony Way’ 

(Der Niedersächsische Weg) containing a set of objectives and measures for nature and water 

protection within the limits of state competence and in addition to relevant federal programmes. Apart 

from the state government, the Chamber of Agriculture was one of the five signatories together with 

the farmers’ organisation at state level (Landvolk Niedersachsen) but also the state level branches of 

two nature and environment NGOs (BUND and NABU)(DE, §3.6 and §4). At federal level in Germany, 

advisory committees can be quite influential and tend to consist of scientific experts as well as a wide 

range of societal interests, including nature and environment. An example is the Committee on the 

Future of Agriculture (Zukunftskommission Landwirtschaft), established under the Merkel government 

in 2020. It produced a set of rather far-reaching proposals for reforming German agriculture (DE, §2).  

 

Agricultural neo-corporatism is probably still strongest in France. Considerable antagonism between 

agricultural and environmental interests, combined with a strong position of agricultural organisations 

particularly at regional and departmental level, can be regarded as a key driving force in the debate 

about nature and agriculture in France (FR, §1.1, §5.1-2). As explained in more detail in the French 

national report, agricultural interests are being articulated in several more or less institutionalised 

ways. Although the representative monopoly of the farmer’s union Féderation Nationale des Syndicats 

d’Exploitants Agricoles (FNSEA) has been gradually broken in the 1980s and 1990s, it still has a strong 

influence at both national and sub-national level, not least through the regional and departmental 

Chambers of Agriculture. As in Germany, the latter have a public status and combine various functions 

related to expertise, training, advice and representation (FR, §1.1, §5.2). Delegates elected in the 

Regional Councils can be closely affiliated with the FNSEA (FR, §5.2). Environmental and nature 
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organisations can be confronted with accusations of ‘agri-bashing’, which find support also among 

(particularly right-wing) politicians (FR, §4.3).  

 

5.3. EU legislation and policy 
As the previous pages have shown, EU policies have been a game changer in the field of agriculture 

and nature particularly in Germany and Flanders. Strict requirements, particularly in the ND and the 

HD, as well as infringement procedures (particularly in Germany) or the wish to avoid such procedures 

(particularly in Flanders), have pushed forward policies particularly relating to nitrogen in those 

countries (see this chapter, section 2.1). Also France was subject to three infringement procedures 

under the ND, which instigated some adaptation but did not lead to similarly fierce debate and/or 

legislative change as in Germany and Flanders (see this chapter, section 2.1). This is in line with the 

categorisation by Falkner et al. (2007) of France as part of the ‘world of transposition neglect’ when it 

comes to the implementation of EU policies. According to this approach, Germany as well as Belgium 

(Flanders as a separate entity is not covered in the study by Falkner et al.) belong to the ‘world of 

domestic politics’, where domestic concerns initially prevail but policies can be significantly changed if 

non-compliance with EU requirements is detected (ibid.). Although in 2016 warnings were expressed 

by the European Commission about a plan by the Danish government at the time to relax 

environmental, particularly nitrogen, regulations (see Ministeriet for Fødevarer, Landbrug og Fiskeri, 

2015; Jacobsen, 2016), Denmark did not suffer any infringements under the ND or HD, not because 

there are no problems relating to nitrogen and/or nature in Denmark, but probably mainly because 

area designations and credible policy measures were initiated and communicated to the Commission 

within the directives’ respective time frames (DK, §1.3) – thus reflecting Denmark’s assignment to the 

‘world of law observance’ (ibid.).   

 

The current revision of the CAP to include more conditional payment schemes and integrated forms of 

agriculture may stimulate further interweaving of agriculture and nature in all four countries (see this 

chapter, section 3.1). In the area of climate change, to be sure, not only EU policy, but also the 

underlying commitments under the 2015 Paris Agreement play a role in the debate. For biodiversity, 

not only the HD, but also the broader framework of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) and 

the EU Biodiversity Strategy are important (e.g. DK, §1.4; FR, §2.2). 

 

 

5.4. Expertise 
The national reports do not systematically cover the role of expertise in policies regarding agriculture 

and nature. Nevertheless, a number of observations can be made. 

 

Environmental policies often rely on scientific knowledge on cause-effect relations as well as 

monitoring and/or modelling data. These can become contested during the political process. For 

instance in Flanders, data and model calculations underlying deposition limits and critical loads for 

nitrogen were questioned by farmers’ organisations (FL, §2.5.1). In an earlier report, discussing a 

similar phenomenon in Danish nitrogen policy, this was referred to as a possible ‘data trap’: doubts 

about the data and models used may lead to demands for more and more detailed data and models, 

which can then be questioned again – an iteration that may seriously thwart the policy process 

(Wiering et al., 2018). In Denmark, however, the risk of ending up in a data trap may be slightly bigger 

than in most other countries. Whereas expert committees more or less detached from daily policy 

making are obviously active everywhere, Danish research institutes seems to be relatively directly 

involved and interfering in policy debates (cf. DK, §2.1.2, §2.2).   
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As it were the opposite of a data trap, a lack of data, was feared by environmental organisations in 

relation to the distribution of scarce water resources in France, potentially leading to arbitrary or 

strongly interest-led policies (FR, §2.4, see this chapter, section 4.2). This can perhaps be related to the 

observation that the French environmental knowledge infrastructure is less developed than the 

infrastructure for agricultural knowledge (FR, §1.3), although it must be noted that also the latter has 

become more competitive and fragmented over the years (FR, §5.1). In this context it is interesting to 

see that a non-state expert network, Solagro, was instrumental in setting up a country-wide monitoring 

system for the use of pesticides in France (FR, §2.1, and see this chapter, section 2.2).      

 

Germany provides a fascinating example of how a scientific publication, in this case about the decline 

of insect populations, can spark off a major policy debate (DE, §3.3.2, and see this chapter, section 

2.2). In Germany, furthermore, scientific-political committees consisting of both experts and interests, 

such as the aforementioned Committee on the Future of Agriculture (Zukunftskommission 

Landwirtschaft) (DE, §2), appear to be particularly influential in debates and the policy process. 

 

5.5. Federalisation, decentralisation and regional differences 
Among the four countries in the sample, Belgium and Germany are federal states. However, in the case 

of Belgium, all competences in the field of agriculture and nature have been federalised since 2001, so 

only the region of Flanders is relevant for this report (FL, §1.3).  

 

In Germany, relevant competences are formally divided between the federation and the federal states 

(for details, see DE, §4). Particularly in the fields of nature and water management, federal states have 

the room to develop their own – sometimes stricter or more ambitious – policies. An example is the 

policy programme ‘The Lower Saxony Way’ (Der Niedersächsische Weg), established by the State of 

Lower Saxony and a number of interest organisations in 2020. Its objectives and measures are in some 

cases stricter than those at federal level (DE, §3.6, and see this chapter, section 5.2). Not least due to 

the fact that the federal government is held accountable by the Commission for the correct 

implementation of EU law, nitrogen policy largely rests with the federal level (DE, §3.3.1).   

  

In France, all regions hosting vulnerable zones under the ND, i.e. in practice the large majority of 

regions, produce their own Regional Manure Action Plans (MAPs) (FR, §2.1). In 2021-22, formulating 

the 7th regional MAP for Brittany, the entire territory of which is designated as a vulnerable zone under 

the ND, caused heavy controversy between the regional authorities, farmers and regional 

environmental NGOs (FR, §4.2; see also this chapter, section 2.1). Meanwhile, also the management 

of protected areas is in a process of decentralisation. However, rather than being welcomed as spatial 

differentiation that makes sense from a functional (e.g. ecological or geographical) point of view, critics 

(including not only NGOs but also senior officials) have warned for unwanted differences in budgets 

and the quality of management among regions (FR, §2.2). The operation is not likely to be offset by 

the recent establishment of a Biodiversity Office at central level, which has been reported to be poorly 

staffed and resourced (FR, §2.2). Similarly, the decentralisation of quantitative water management was 

criticised particularly by environmental organisations (FR, §2.4, see also this chapter, section 4.2).  

 

Finally, it should be noted that various specific kinds of regional or even local differentiation occur 

within countries. Within the limits set by general policies, the management of nature areas is almost 

by definition area-specific. As far as nitrogen policy is concerned, the first area-specific fertilisation 

standards for instance in Flanders date back to the early 2000s (FL, §2.2; see also Wiering et al., 2018). 

The critical loads approach to nitrogen deposition will lead to further spatial differentiation in Flanders 

(FL, §2.3-5, see also this chapter, section 2.1). Other countries have specific, regionally differentiated 
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measures too, for instance relating to particularly vulnerable waters or areas (Wiering et al., 2018; 

Liefferink et al., 2021). 

 

6. Conclusion 
The comparison of debates and policies around agriculture and nature in Denmark, Germany, Flanders 

and France provides a mixed picture. The main findings are brought together in the bullet list at the 

beginning of this chapter and in two summary tables at the end of it. It appears that some countries 

are ahead of the others – or in short: pioneers (Liefferink and Wurzel, 2017) – regarding one or a few 

issues but not regarding all.  

 

Among the four countries, Denmark leads the way when it comes to integrating policies concerning 

nitrates, climate and biodiversity. The ambitious afforestation and rewetting programmes in principle 

address all three concerns simultaneously and are motivated that way in the policy debate. Together 

with Germany, Denmark also has the most ambitious and most firmly established goals for climate 

mitigation by the agricultural sector specifically. Germany additionally stands out for its consistent 

policy attention for pesticides and animal welfare. Flanders boosts a relatively expeditious nitrogen 

policy, making use of regional differentiation of targets, critical loads and a (as yet limited) non-

voluntary scheme for closing down peak emitters that are located in the vicinity of sensitive areas. 

France, finally, appears as a pioneer in developing policies relating to ‘no net land take’ and has had to 

deal with more severe conflicts around quantitative water management in periods of drought than the 

other countries.  

 

Drivers and barriers also diverge across countries. More than party-political divisions, agricultural neo-

corporatism, or the relative absence of it, seems to be an important factor. The Danish set of integrated 

policies would have been hard to conceive without the overall agreement on the future of Danish 

agriculture concluded in 2021 between a wide range of stakeholders (see sections 2.1, 4.1 and 5.2 of 

this chapter). It may also help that the current programmes in Denmark build on a more or less 

continuous tradition of goals for afforestation and for the aquatic environment dating back to the 

1980s. In France, on the other hand, the persistence of neo-corporatist structures and privileged access 

of agricultural interests may explain some of the stagnation in the French debate and policies about 

agriculture and nature. The picture is not unambiguous, however. The case of Flemish nitrogen policy 

suggests that significant steps are possible also without a formal agreement between major 

stakeholders. In fact, Flanders is probably the only country in the sample where party politics, i.e., the 

N-VA stirring up some of the established political constellations, did make a notable difference. 

Perceived problem pressure and issue salience among the wider public also plays a role, for instance 

in relation to pesticides in Germany and quantitative water management in France. Finally, whereas 

the factors mentioned so far are all domestic, the impact of the EU is striking. In any case in Germany 

and Flanders, infringements under the ND and the HD, or the wish to avert them, have been no less 

than game changers in the field of nitrogen. But the two directives have been relevant in the 

background in the other two countries too. It must be noted that the ND and the HD – as well as other 

EU policies, for that matter – are sticks to which the countries involved at an earlier date agreed 

themselves. More indirectly, shifting rules for income support under the new CAP are likely to affect 

the balance between the spatial separation vs. interweaving of agriculture and nature.  
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Table 1: Issues (political debates and domestic policy development) 

ISSUES 
 

COUNTRIES 

Nitrogen 
– framing 

Nitrogen  
– key 
measures 

Nitrogen  
– EU 
incentive 

Pesticides Space - 
framing 

New 
nature 
areas 

No net 
land take 

Climate Water 
quantity 

Animal 
welfare 

Organic 
farming 

Denmark health, 
ecology, 
space, 
climate 
(increasingly 
integrated) 

harmony 
rules, 
afforestation, 
rewetting 

ND, WFD successful 
tax regime 
since 2013 

predominantly 
separation 

new 
national 
parks on 
existing 
nature 
areas (+ 
afforestatio
n, 
rewetting) 

no specific 
observation
s 

agr./forestr
y  minus 55-
60% GHG in 
2030 (base 
year 1990); 
CO2 tax for 
agr. planned 

no specific 
observation
s 

no specific 
observation
s 

goal to 
increase area 
from 12% in 
2020 to 24% 
in 2030 

Germany water 
protection, 
health (ND)  

red areas, 
focus on 
techn. 
measures 

ND 
(infringe- 
ments),  

high on 
agenda 
since 2017 
(insect die-
back), 
ambitious 
policies 

predominantly 
interweaving 

no specific 
observation
s 

no specific 
observation
s 

agr. minus 
30% GHG in 
2030 (base 
year 1990) + 
more in 
2040; few 
specific 
measures 
yet 

no specific 
observation
s 

high on 
political 
agenda; 
goals in 
coalition 
agreement, 
measures 
initiated 

goal to 
increase area 
from 10.3% in 
2020 to 30% 
in 2030 (large 
regional 
differences) 

Flanders health, 
ecology 

nutrient 
emission 
rights, 
voluntary and 
obligatory 
buy-out, 
critical loads 
for airborne N 

ND, HD no specific 
observation
s 

predominantly 
interweaving 

new 
national 
parks and 
landscape 
parks, 
selected in 
partly 
bottom-up 
process 

zero net 
land take in 
2040 
(‘bouwshift’ 
or 
‘betonstop’) 

agr. minus 
31.3% CO2 
in 2030 
(base year 
2005); few 
specific 
measures 
yet  

no specific 
observation
s 

no specific 
observation
s 

goal to 
increase area 
from 1.6% in 
2022 to 5% 
(year not 
specified) 

France health, 
(ecology) 

regional 
differentiatio
n, focus on 
techn. 
measures 

ND 
(infringe- 
ments) 

high on 
agenda, 
partly 
unsuccesful 
‘Ecophyto’ 
programme
s  

predominantly 
separation 

aims to 
increase 
nature 
areas (partly 
unsuccessfu
l)  

zero net 
land take in 
2050; 
complicatio
ns 

no specific 
goals, few 
specific 
measures 

high on 
agenda and 
controversia
l 

no specific 
observation
s 

goal to 
increase area 
from 10.3% in 
2021 to 18% 
in 2027 
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Table 2: Summary of drivers 

DRIVERS 
 
 

COUNTRIES 

Political divisions Interest groups EU policy and 
legislation 

Expertise 
(observations) 

Federalisation, 
decentralisation and 
regional differences 
(observations) 

Denmark preferences cut across 
pol. parties 

agr. neo-corporatism 
largely eroded; broad 
agreement on future of 
Danish agr. 

more indirectly 
relevant (and no 
infringements) 

data (monitoring and 
calculations) directly 
underlying policies, 
contestation, risk of 
‘data trap’ 

no specific 
observations 

Germany preferences cut across 
pol. parties 

agr. neo-corporatism 
strong particularly at 
regional level 

ND and potentially also 
HD as game changer 
(especially due to 
infringements) 

scientific publications 
instrumental in 
agendizing insect die-
back 

strong regional 
differences, formal 
room to manoeuvre for 
federal states (but 
federation held 
accountable by EU) 

Flanders relevant (CD&V 
defends agr. interests; 
NV-A as ‘can opener’) 

agr. neo-corporatism 
opening up for other 
interests; partly 
bottom-up procedure 
for parks 

ND and HD as game 
changer 

data (monitoring and 
calculations) directly 
underlying policies, 
contestation 

no specific 
observations 

France more or less irrelevant agr. neo-corporatism 
still very strong, 
particularly also at 
regional and 
departmental level 

more indirectly 
relevant (despite ND 
infringements) 

lack of data observed 
in some area 

various degrees of 
decentralisation of 
policies for (a.o.) 
nitrogen, protected 
areas and water 
quantity; risk of lack of 
data, strong agr. 
interests at 
regional/departmental 
level 
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1. Introduction 
In this country report for Denmark, the objective is to first describe the current situation in terms of 
the status for agriculture and nature, secondly to describe the main political debates around the 
relationship between the two in Denmark. Finally, current policy choices and governance 
arrangements will be presented. 
 
1.1 Agriculture in Denmark -trends and current situation 
In Denmark, and as in most industrial countries, the agricultural sector is a two-sided coin. On one side 
agriculture is occupying a lot of “attention” and this attention are increasing in the public debate; 
agricultural land use covers more than 60% of the Danish area (DST, 2018; Figure A.1), some of the 
largest companies in Denmark are derived from the Danish agri-food sector (ARLA, Danish Crown, 
Carlsberg, DLG, Danish Agro, DLF seeds, etc.), Denmark is one of Europe’s largest exporter of animal 
products (especially pig and dairy) and 65% of all Danish agricultural production is exported. Because 
of the intensive and specialized agricultural sector, many emissions and pollutants in the rural 
environment are related to agricultural production. On the other side agriculture is decreasing in public 
“attention”; agriculture is diminishing in numbers: number of farms, persons having a job in the 
primary sector and also agriculture’s role in the total economy is declining (relative value: agriculture's 
share of GDP is down to 2-3%, while it was around 20% in the decades leading up to 1950.), exports 
take up a larger share and exports of agricultural products are increasing, but the sector are still far 
from being dominant; agriculture accounts for 13 percent of the total goods exports and only 8 percent 
of total goods and services exports (see figure A1; Kærgård, 2017). 
 
This decrease in numbers is partly due to the structural development with an increase in 
mechanization and specialization in the Danish agricultural sector. But also due to global mega trends 
with more and more people moving away from the primary production sector and towards the service 
sector and the increase in migration from rural towards urban areas. Figure A.1. describes Danish 
agricultural development in numbers and changes in the past 40 years. 
 
Figure A.1: Danish agricultural development in numbers and changes in the past 40 years.  

  1980 2000 2012 2018 2022 

Agricultural area (1.000 ha) 2.884 2.618 2.645 2.632 2.628 
(61% of 
total land 
use) 

Number of farms (1.000) 114 52 39 34 31 

Number of professional full-
time farms 

60.000 25.000 11.618 9.563 9.100 
(2021) 

Average farm size (ha)  25 50 66 77 79 (2020) 

Number of employed in the 
primary sector (%) 

6 2 2 2 2 

Number of dairy cows (1.000) 1.040 636 587 575 
(2017) 

568 
(2021) 

Number of pigs (1.000) 9.957 11.922 12.331 12.900 13.400 
(2021) 

Number of chickens (1.000) 4.563 3.681 3.958 3.800 -  

Grains (% of farmed area) 63 57 57 54 
(2017) 

- 
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Grasslands (% of farmed land) 23 23 29 28 
(2017) 

- 

Food export (bil. DKK) 28 55 150 166,5 
(primary 
production 
77) (2017) 

- 

Source: DST, 2022a.  
 

Since the 1980s, the Danish agricultural area has decreased from 2.9 to 2.6 million. ha, although for 
the past 20 years it has been constant around 2.6 million. ha. The number of farms has dropped from 
114.000 in the 1980s to approximately 31.000 farms in 2022. The number of full-time farmers is 
declining faster than part-time farmers, farms with a size over 10 ha are almost halved in the past 10 
years, meaning that there are only approximately 9.500 full time farms (professional farms), whereas 
parttime farmers (over 10 ha) are 18.389 and these part-time farmers now occupy 65% of the total 
numbers. This structural development has meant that even though the number of farms has declined 
and still is declining every year, the remaining professional farms are getting relatively bigger and 
bigger and more and more specialized and concentrated around pig production, dairy production, and 
crop production. It is now less than 5% of Danish farmers who have both pigs and cattle (Kærgård, 
2017). The average size on a Danish farm (both full time and part time farmers) has more than doubled 
since the 1980´s from below 30 ha to around 76 ha in 2017. The average farm size for professional 
farms was 193 ha in 2018. The specialization in the livestock sector has meant fewer farms, with larger 
husbandry. This is especially true for the pig sector, where the average farm herd size has grown from 
169 pigs per farm in 1980´s to almost 3.500 pigs per farm in 2017. The average farm size for pig farms 
is 170 ha. The dairy/cattle herd has in the same time period almost halved in numbers; however, the 
average herd size is more than doubled from 53 to 127 cows per farm. Out of the 61% of the 
agricultural land use, 75-80% are used for feed crops (feed grains, beet, rapeseed, maize, grass), 10% 
are used for grains, potatoes, sugar beets and vegetables, and 9 % are used for other purpose 
(Christmas trees, grass seed). The large share of feed crops grown on Danish soils, also means more 
than 80% of feed for the livestock in Denmark are derived from domestic sources (Willems et al. 2016). 
 
The economic value of the agricultural sector, as a result of export value of agricultural products was 
in 2020 97 billion DKK. This was 12,5% of the total Danish export of goods of DKK 768 billion DKK (DST, 
2022a). Pork is the largest single product, which makes up 18 percent of the export, but dairy products, 
cereals and flowers and plants are also major export items in Denmark. 
 
To sum up, in Denmark the agri-food industry, farmers, and the cooperatives still are important and 
have a strong presence in the debate. However, at the same time the role of agriculture in the public 
debate has changed from being protected (debates were beforehand closely connected to production) 
to now being part of finding solutions in the relationship between nature, environment, and climate. 
 
1.2 Nature in Denmark – trends and current situation 
In Denmark, nature and biodiversity is gaining increased attention. The increase in attention is partly 
related to the fact that nature only covers 9% of total land area (3,5% are dry nature and 5,5% are wet 
nature), 3% is lakes and streams. However, including the 14% forest areas in Denmark, nature in total 
occupies 24,5%, see figure A.2 (MST, 2022a). Nature is also gaining attention due to the conservations 
status and decline in nature quality and loss of biodiversity, see section 1.3 for detailed information on 
the factors explaining the decline. 
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Figure A.2: Nature types and areas in Denmark, distribution of area classes as a percentage of the country's total 

area from 1996-2016. 

 Year and percent land use of total numbers 

1996 % 2006 % 2016 % 

N
at

u
re

 t
yp

e 
ar

ea
 (

h
a)

 

Lakes1 (søer) 56.735 1 62.896 1,5 68.658 1,5 

Bog (Moser og kær) 89.919 2 92.817 2 101.773 2 

Salt meadows (strandenge) 43.622 1 42.870 1 46.734 1 

Fresh meadows (ferske enge) 103.722 2 96.379 2 108.064 2,5 

Grasslands (Overdrev) 25.986 0,5 27.792 0,5 34.054 0,5 

Heaths (Heder) 82.013 2 84.455 2 84.789 2 

Nature total 401.996 9 407.209 9 444.071 10 

Forest2 486.235
3 

11 553.621 13 624.676 14,5 

Nature total with forest  20    24,5 
1 Besides lakes, Denmark also have 64.000km of streams, 28.000km of which are protected by the Nature 
Protection Act. 
2 In 2020 the forest area was 632.711 ha, corresponding to 14,5% of the total land use area (Nord-Larsen et al. 
2021). 
Source: DST, 2022b. 

 
The nature and forest areas have been slightly increasing in the past decades (from 20% in the 1990s 
to 24,5% in 2016). The largest increase has happened in the forest areas, followed by wet nature types 
like bogs and meadows. The increase in wet nature types, is a result of both the large wetlands policy 
programs and private initiatives/funds buying up agricultural land to restore agricultural areas back to 
either lakes or wetlands/meadows (wet nature). Graversgaard et al. (2021) showed that in total around 
15.500 ha of wetlands were created in the period 1999–2015 from public policies aiming at improving 
the water quality in downstream marine waters (nitrogen emission reduction policies). The increase in 
forest areas is mainly due to the national afforestation program from 1989. The main reason for 
afforestation today is due to drinking and groundwater protection issues, where afforestation is used 
as a measure to take out agricultural production to reduce nitrate and pesticide pollution in drinking 
water areas. Today afforestation also happens with a view to climate and biodiversity purposes (forest 
policies and measures are presented later).  
 
What is not shown in figure A.1 and figure A.2 is the biotopes (hedgerows, trees and bushes, field 
divides, thickets, field roads, ditches, skylark plots, and other small nature spots) in the agricultural 
landscape.  These biotopes function as refugees and habitats for animals and plants characteristic for 
the cultural landscape and have been in decline over recent decades due to increase in farm field sizes 
and general agricultural intensification (structural development explained in section 1.1.) (Dalgaard et 
al. 2020). However, in the new Danish CAP reform from 2023, farmers now have the possibility to 
register what they want to take out as biotope and still get support for the area as part of the new 
Danish Eco-schemes (LBST, 2023). 
 
On a political level, nature and biodiversity is also gaining attention. The governmental election for the 
Danish parliament in 2022, showed in the media that nature and climate was high on the agenda. The 
new government (from 14 December, 2022), presented its government foundation. In this foundation, 
the government proposes to establish 250,000 hectares of new forest in Denmark and expand ongoing 
efforts to rewet agricultural lands. In 2020, the former government made a political agreement on a 
nature and biodiversity package. In the package 888 DKK million in the period 2021-2024 was set-aside 
for efforts, which shall improve the conditions for nature and biodiversity in Denmark. The primary 
biodiversity efforts in the nature and biodiversity package includes establishing more untouched forest 
and the establishment of nature national parks.  
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In addition, a review of the existing legislation in the area of nature and biodiversity is initiated with a 
view to supporting appropriate frameworks for the realization of the nature and biodiversity package 
as well as clear frameworks for the continued development of nature and biodiversity in Denmark 
(MST, 2020). 
 
As part of the agreement, 4 million DKK was set aside annually for the establishment of Denmark's first 
biodiversity council. The Biodiversity Council was established in September 2021; in mid-2022 the 
Council's current secretariat was established. The secretariat's task is to support The Biodiversity 
Council's work, including with preparation of this and future reports on efforts in the nature and 
biodiversity area. The Biodiversity Council just recently published its first report (29th November 2022, 
see Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022), with the main conclusion that the loss of biodiversity has not stopped, 
and that biodiversity and nature is still under pressure in Denmark. 
 
1.3 Status on conservation and nature conditions – nature quality and biodiversity 
So even though we see a slight increase in the nature areas in Denmark (figure A.2), the overall long-
term trend has been a decline in nature areas and habitats, see figure A.3. 
 
Figure A.3: Land use development for 4 specific nature types in Denmark  

 
Source: Levin and Normander, 2008. 

 
The conservation status of the Danish Natura 2000 areas from 2004-2015 is showing an increase in 
improvements in 8% of the nature areas and a decline in 2% of the nature areas (Fredshavn and Bak, 
2018). The remaining areas is either unchanged or not documented (Jacobsen et al. 2019). 
 
Every six years, according to Article 17 of the EU Habitats Directive, Denmark must report the 
conservation status of habitat types and species to the EU Commission. The last reporting was done in 
2019 (next reporting is in 2025). In this latest report/assessment, it is estimated that 95% of the nature 
types (60 nature types are included) and 57% of the species (84 species are included) are in a strongly 
or moderately unfavorable status of conservation. For example, approx. 2/3 of all grassland meadows 
and grasslands (overdrev) are in a poor condition, while all forest habitats are in poor condition 
(Fredshavn et al. 2019). In the reporting from 2013, it was 90% of the nature types and 39 % of the 
species that was in an unfavorable status of conservation. This shows a negative trend (from 2013-
2019) for many nature types and species compared to other EU countries, but this is also due to 
differences in the methodologies for reporting of the conservation status.  
 
However, Denmark is both legally and politically obliged to reverse the loss of biological diversity and 
initiate efforts to stop the decline in nature quality. Both through the EU's nature directives and the 
EU's Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, as well as the UN's Biodiversity Convention. Despite the 
commitments, there is a continued decline in all ecosystems in Denmark. Denmark is thus second last 
in the EU with the lowest share of habitats with a good conservation status and - together with Belgium 
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and the United Kingdom - report more than 70 % of their habitats as having a bad conservation status 
(EEA, 2020; DN, 2022).  
 
So why is it, that Denmark does not have infringements from the EU commission? Perhaps the main 
reasons are: first, Denmark is one out of eight member states that have reported that for more than 
90 % of Danish habitats, conservation measures have been identified and taken (EEA, 2020). Most 
infringement cases are when member states are late in implementing the required measures or are 
late in designating sites of community importance or if they fail to adopt site-specific conservation 
objectives and measures for all its sites. One example is the infringement case, where the EU 
Commission calls on Austria to improve its implementation of national legislation in line with EU nature 
laws. In Austria, the issue is that they have not set conservation objectives and measures, or the 
objectives and measures are incomplete or too broad (EC, 2022a). Second, even though the nature is 
in a very bad condition, there is actual improvements in the species conservation status trends in 
Denmark. Those with the highest proportion of improving trends are Estonia, Luxembourg, Belgium 
and Denmark (over 20 %) (EEA, 2020). Hence, areas with some of the poorest qualities of nature in 
Europe (Belgium and Denmark), are also apparently on track with implementing measures to 
counteract this trend. 
 
Until 2018 there have been only two cases of infringement decisions against Denmark (in environment 
and nature). Those were related to the Environmental Liability Directive 2004/35/CE and the Ambient 
Air Quality Directive 2008/50/EC (OECD, 2019). 
 
1.3.1 Reasons for loss of biodiversity and decline in nature quality 
The public debate about the conservation status and nature quality in Denmark is mainly framed 
around: “lack of space for nature” and that agriculture takes up too much space. The debate is not so 
much linked to discussions about nitrogen and ammonia deposition in nature areas, but it is mentioned 
in occasions. The largest Danish Environmental NGO (Danish society for nature conservation) every 
year publishes a status assessment of the agriculture affects nature (DN, 2022). 
 
In the latest assessment they write: “The biggest threat to nature and biodiversity in the arable land is 
continued intensification of agricultural operations. It is the larger fields, the removal or destruction of 
small biotopes, loading with nutrients and pesticides, tillage, crop selection (from perennial to annual), 
one-sided crop rotations, drainage and fewer grazing animals for a smaller part of the year, which 
together have resulted in a nature-poor agricultural country” (Own translation from Danish, (DN, 
2022). As described, nitrogen is mentioned, but not as the main issue. 
 
In its recently published report on the status of biodiversity in Denmark, the Biodiversity Council states 
that the main reasons for the loss of biodiversity and decline in nature quality in Denmark are due to 
lack of protected contiguous space of high quality with intact ecological processes and without external 
pressure factors (Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022; MST, 2022b). This has led to loss of intact ecological 
processes as well as loss of functional food webs that support the broad biodiversity. The external 
pressure factors include intensive land use, resource withdrawal, the supply of nutrients and harmful 
substances as well as physical-mechanical disturbances, for example in connection with fishing.  
 
In short, the main reasons for the loss of biodiversity in Denmark are intensive land use and the direct 
use of nature as a resource. Added to this are agricultural nutrient loads, invasive species, climate 
change and other human activities. Although the main causes are generally the same across the Danish 
terrestrial, fresh water, and marine ecosystems, their individual significance, and the underlying causes 
vary. For the terrestrial ecosystems, the main reason is that too large a proportion of the land area is 
used intensively for agriculture, forestry, and other human activities resulting in lack of space for 
nature with high functional coherence (Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022), whereas for the aquatic 
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environment nutrient loads seem to be more important. Still, this nutrient load is a direct effect of the 
intensive use of the land for, e.g., agriculture. 
 
1.4 Nature protection and regulation 
In Denmark, the Nature Protection Act (Naturbeskyttelsesloven), the Hunting and Game Act (Jagt- og 
vildtforvaltningsloven), the Environmental Protection Act (Miljøbeskyttelsesloven), the Forest Act 
(Skovloven), the Environmental Targets Act (Miljømålsloven), and the National Parks Act 
(Nationalparkloven) are some of the important laws that set the framework and contribute to the 
protection of Danish nature and biodiversity. As part of the to the Biodiversity Convention, Denmark 
is obliged to have a national biodiversity strategy. This follows from Article 6 of the convention. 
Furthermore, Denmark has joined the UN and the EU's goal of halting the decline of biodiversity and 
its ecosystems by 2020. Denmark is working with the Aichi goals through the EU's biodiversity strategy. 
 
The most comprehensive of the nature laws are the designations of §3 nature types of the Nature 
Protection Act. Under this law, approximately 10% of the Danish land area has been mapped as 
protected nature types under the Nature Act (§3-nature). Yet, there are doubts of the quality of this 
protection (Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022). The nature types protected under the Nature Conservation Act 
are the same as in figure A.2, except for forests. The §3 nature types are not area designations but are 
merely indicatively registered with justification in the nature type. This means that it is the nature type 
that is protected when it occurs on the area in a certain state. The Nature Protection Act states that it 
is prohibited to change the state of these nature areas, if it could damage the nature type, which 
secures the existing land use.  
 
This special form of nature protection also means that the mapping of the occurrences of the nature 
types is only indicative and can be appealed by the owner, but not other stakeholders, and therefore 
in practice is only appealed with a view to deregistration as a §3 nature type. In addition, areas can 
grow in and out of §3 protection. The management according to the law requires difficult boundaries 
to be drawn - especially between abandoned fields on one side and overgrown pastures on the other, 
as well as between heaths, meadows,overgrown pastures and actual forest, which is not covered by 
the protection. Bogs are covered regardless of how grown into other nature types they are - that is, 
unless they have been overgrown with planted trees since the law came into force. In this case, the 
trees must be felled and the area replanted as production forest. 
 
As part of the overall structural change in agriculture and new agri-environmental support schemes 
have made it less attractive to have grazing animals’ on pastures and in the light-open nature (Heath, 
bog, dune and permanent grass), this means grazing with livestock in many of these protected nature 
types have stopped, which has led to overgrowth in many places. Today two major problems, arise in 
protection of light-open nature types: 1) Overgrazing and mechanical homogenization and 2) 
overgrowth as a result of stopped grazing. Besides the 10% §3-nature further 4% of the nature areas 
are specific protected due to additional protections (fredninger). The forest areas are protected under 
the Forest Act (Skovloven) corresponding to 90% of the Danish forests. This means that new forest 
must always be planted or sown on the area when the old forest was felled. However, 10% of the area 
of a forest are allowed to be kept as open nature, meaning that this area can be grazed and thus kept 
free of trees (Forest Act, 2022). 
 
As mentioned before, Denmark also has international obligations and legislation. The EU nature 
legislation with Natura 2000 areas under the EU Habitats and Birds Directive protects specific areas. 
9% of the land area, in Denmark, are appointed as terrestrial habitat areas under Natura 2000 (246 
areas with approximately 60 nature types and 150 species (MST, 2022c).). Approximately 40% the area 
under protection of §3 is also protected under Natura 2000 (NST, 2022).   
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For the international political goal of achieving 30% protected nature in 2030, and where 10% of this 
is to be strictly protected (EU Biodiversity Strategy) (EC, 2022b), Denmark is far from reaching this goal 
(Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022). The recent report by the Danish Biodiversity Council also contains 
information on Denmark's contribution to these EU area targets. Based on an inventory of existing 
nature protection regulation in Denmark, it is assessed how large areas can reasonably be said to 
contribute to the objectives of protected (30% goal) and strictly protected nature (10% goal). The 
assessment includes knowledge of the current nature type and land uses in the areas, as well as an 
overall knowledge of the areas' management and an assessment of the legal protection of the schemes 
(Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022). The Biodiversity Council concludes that only and max. 2,3 % of the Danish 
land area, inclusive lakes and streams can with great certainty be considered protected today by 
legislation. These areas consist of the upcoming Nature national-parks, State untouched forest and 
nature areas owned by private nature funds. 5,3% of the land area needs further evaluation and 
assessment of the individual areas to determine if the areas can be classified as protected. These areas 
are Natura 2000 areas, § 3 areas, dune reserves, private untouched forest, conservation areas, game 
reserves and other protections (Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022).  
 
The report from the Biodiversity Council has sparked a new debate in the public sphere about how and 
to what extent we actual are protecting our nature areas, and that Denmark will not fulfil its 
international obligations unless more nature is protected in a more strict manner. The report came in 
late November 2022, and made its headlines on all media coverages: “New Biodiversity Council states 
that Denmark is miles away from the political goal of protected nature” (Altinget, 2022a, Own 
translation). One key conclusion from the Biodiversity Council was that Denmark has a laxed 
interpretation and adoption of the EU's guidelines means that Natura 2000 areas can be included in 
the 30% target as a starting point. However, the Biodiversity Council does not believe that all of 
Denmark's Natura 2000 areas can easily count. Thus, in the Biodiversity Councils analysis, it is 
estimated that approx. 44% of the Natura 2000 areas on land are made up of agriculture, forestry or 
buildings etc. without a sufficient nature content (Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022). 
 
The conclusions from the Biodiversity Council that many of our Natura 2000 areas are actually farm 
land is not a new story. A media investigation from 2020 in Danish national television, showed that 
approx. a third of the terrestrial Danish Natura 2000 areas are under cultivated fields (Bækgaard & 
Frøkjær 2020).  
 
Figure A.4: Existing protections on land and their mutual overlap. The map shows the geographical distribution 
of areas with a single protection scheme (orange) or several protection schemes (light blue). 

 
Source: Modified after Biodiversitetsrådet, 2022. 
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The nature regulation has evolved from the 1970´s. In the early 1960´s nature protection functioned 
as a new way to increase the accessibility of nature generally. It started with protection of larger lakes 
and larger public streams. From 1990´s and until today a shift in the nature protection happened from 
this more general regulation of nature, towards a more specialized regulation of not only specific 
habitat types but also larger areas covering more habitat types such as Danish nature national parks 
and with a higher focus also on international regulations but maintaining the increased access initiated 
by the protection of the 60’s. This shift in focus has been driven by a higher attention on sustainability 
and integration of environmental matters and nature in sector politics. In later sections, this will be 
unfolded more. 
 

2. Main issues in the political debates on the 
relationship between agriculture and nature  
The main issues in the relation between agriculture and nature is related to both land use and 
emissions (especially nitrogen, but also later GHG emissions). In the next sections, these two frames 
will be described. 
 
2.1 Land use debates  
The first theme, land use, is something that has been on the political and public agenda for some years. 
The question of how much land should be allocated to nature, agriculture, (and other land uses; forest, 
urban areas etc.) has been a well-debated subject. As presented in the introduction (section 1.1 and 
1.2), agriculture occupies the majority of land and nature the opposite. These two extremes frame 
much of the political discussion in the relation between nature and agriculture, where political parties 
on the right and in the center in Denmark, supported by the agricultural organizations mainly believes 
that agricultural land use do not occupy too much space, whereas the political left wing supported by 
environmental NGO´s thinks the opposite. However, this total divide has been loosened up. In 2021, 
the Danish Society for Nature Conservation (Danmarks Naturfredsningsforening) (the main 
Environmental NGO in Denmark), KL (Local government Denmark, representing all local municipalities 
in Denmark) and the Agricultural and Food Council (Landbrug & Fødevarer) agreed and teamed up on 
a plan that aims to contribute to reaching the Danish climate and nitrogen targets in the agricultural 
area (L&F, 2021). This agreement and plan were a result of GHG emissions debate, but also a result of 
the debate on land use. The agreement and plan were a milestone in the debate and political discourse 
on the relationship between nature and agriculture. The two parties were known for their harsh and 
sharp tone in their public debates about the role of agriculture in relation to nature. 
 
Another important debate has been about prioritization of land in Denmark. In 2015 Aalborg University 
published a report called Prioritization of the future land use in Denmark (in Danish: Prioritering af 
fremtidens arealanvendelse i Danmark) (Arler et al. 2017), in this report the researchers showed that 
if all the adopted plans and goals for Denmarks area was put together, all in all it will take up 130-140 
percent of Denmark's area. This report sparked a public debate about land use and what needs to be 
prioritized.  
 
2.1.1 The quantity of land designated for agricultural use vs. forests and/or terrestrial nature 
reserves 
As shown in section 1.1 and 1.2 the quantity of land designated to agriculture has for many years been 
around 60%. However, there are programs and policies that aim to increase the total land use of 
especially the forestry areas. Here two programs/policies are widely used: Subsidies for forests for 
biodiversity goals (Tilskud til skov med biodiversitetsformål) and Subsidies for afforestation (Tilskud til 
Privat skovrejsning) (LBST, 2022; Retsinformation, 2022). The first program has a solely goal of 
enhancing and expanding forest on agricultural land. The other program is mainly related to 
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afforestation with the main goal to decrease nitrogen emissions and are widely used as a groundwater 
protection measure (nitrate reductions), also on agricultural lands. 
 
For the past 35 years, there has been a well-defined political goal of achieving 20-25% forest area in 
Denmark, (forest now covers 14,5%). The goal originates from 1989 (where 11% of the total land use 
was forest). In 1989 the majority of all political parties in the Danish parliament agreed on this goal of 
increasing the forest area with 20-25% in the coming 100 years, – a doubling of the forest area goal 
from 1990. The goal has been retained through multiple governments, and reforestation has therefore 
become a declared goal in the Danish Forestry Act.  
 
In 1989 when this goal was proposed first time, it was initially seen as a tool against overproduction in 
agriculture and scarcity of wood. And was used to give economic subsidies for marginal agricultural 
areas. Today the political goal of increasing forest on agricultural lands has multiple purposes. For 
many years, and to some degree still, the main purpose is related to groundwater and drinking water 
protection (decrease of nitrate and pesticide emissions), and for recreative purposes whereas today, 
it is also for biodiversity and climate mitigation purposes. This also shows how political goals and the 
debate about land use and prioritization changes over time and hereby also the relationship between 
agriculture and nature. 
 
There has been an ongoing debate about the ambitious goals of going from 11% (in 1990) to 25 % 
forest areas, but because this is a very long-term political goal (in 100 years), it has not been an issue 
that has been much conflict about. In a recent assessment it is also shown that Denmark is miles away 
from achieving the ambitious goal of doubling the forest areas. As mentioned in the introduction, the 
new government (from 14 December 2022), presented its government foundation on 14 December 
(Regeringen, 2022). In this foundation, the government proposes to establish 250,000 hectares of new 
forest in Denmark and expand ongoing efforts to rewet agricultural lands. These forest goals are partly 
proposed as a way of reaching the government's new climate objective of achieving climate neutrality 
in 2045 (the former government had 2050 as its previous goal), the new forests must be established 
before 2040. If this happens, then forest land use will cover 20,3% of Denmark.  
 
All these new political goals, mainly driven by climate mitigation goals, shows that recently nature and 
biodiversity as climate measures are getting much more into the debate and are key in the framing of 
the relation between nature and agriculture. 
 
2.1.2 The spatial separation vs. integration of nature and agriculture 
Most of the nature policies in Denmark have a spatial separation focus when dealing with nature and 
agricultural areas, meaning the emphasis is more on land sparing than land sharing. This is illustrated 
by the debate about the new nature national-parks and the Biodiversity Council’s report about 
protected areas (land sparring). However, land sharing is also debated, exemplified with the CAP 2023 
reform and the newly bio-schemes in Denmark, they have land sharing as a focus. The nature research 
community in Denmark, consisting mainly of Bioscience and Ecoscience at Aarhus University and partly 
also by University of Copenhagen, Aarhus University stands for much of the scientific policy advice for 
the government and these groups adheres to the land sparing agenda. One example are the 
biodiversity maps, produced by Aarhus University (Ejrnæs et al. 2014; Ejrnæs et al. 2021) consisting of 
bioscores which indicates the most important areas to prioritize in a national designation of protected 
areas, and partly estimates the value of all areas in the open country as habitats for threatened species. 
 
An interesting perspective on land sparring vs. land sharing (spatial separation vs. integration) are the 
three governmental agencies under the same ministry of Environment and Food. The environmental 
agency and the Nature Agency have a land sparring focus in its schemes and the Agricultural Agency a 
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focus on land sharing in their schemes. Hence, one solution could be to designate areas to sparing and 
others to sharing, as the political goals are difficult to reach by leaning towards only one approach.   
 
2.1.3 Spatial planning 
In Denmark, there is a physical planning structure (zone planning). This overall planning that are 
constituted in the Plan Act, has functioned since the 1970´s. The main purpose of this policy was and 
still is to avoid inappropriate urban growth in Denmark. The country was therefore divided into an 
urban zone (5,6% of the land use), a cottage zone (holiday housing) (1,1% of the land use) and a land 
zone (93,3% of the land use). These three zones have created a relatively stable framework for the 
open country's land use and management. Areas in the land zone, as a rule, has to be kept clear of 
buildings other than those necessary for operations in agriculture, forestry, and fishing.  Almost all 
areas in the land zone are obliged to be kept in agricultural production or forest production areas. 
There are no mandatory nature areas, and even though there are designated Natura 2000 areas and 
§3 nature areas in the land zone, the agricultural obligation still rests also on these areas and 
properties. 
 
Much of the current debate (mostly framed by researchers, left wing politicians and environmental 
NGOs), questions if there should also be another zone called a nature zone (Altinget, 2022b), the need 
for a reform of the land zones and physical planning has been a subject for discussion throughout the 
election. Before the election, it would not be something that was gaining political ground, but in the 
new governmental foundation it is stated that “(…) a more clear plan must be prepared for how the 
many political wishes and goals for the Danish land area can be implemented without these are getting 
into conflict with each other” (Regeringen, 2022). The green think tank CONCITO has suggested that 
there is a need to draw up a comprehensive strategy for the Danish area, The Think tank FREJ proposed 
setting up a land use commission (Altinget, 2022c). 
 
One of the issues that currently frames the discussion on land use and the relationship between 
agriculture and nature are the designated (not implemented yet) nature national-parks (focus is on 
rewilding). The government agreed in 2020 that 15 nature national-parks should be established (MST, 
2022d). These are not implemented yet but will be after stakeholder consultation and will be a new 
element in Danish nature planning. They consist of existing nature areas, that gets an “extra” 
conservation status when being part of a defined national park. These parks have sparked a debate on 
the relationship between nature, recreative areas and animal welfare where various organizations, 
private landowners, and the general public argue for their specific case. Hence the appointed areas 
are contested in many ways, mostly because of the rewilding element and because the areas are 
fenced out. In this regard, the public issue and what stakeholders are worried about is the use of 
relatively wild animals for grazing and the potential decrease in accessibility of these fenced areas. 
Exactly this is heavily debated in public, political and scientific circles, and from a scientific point of 
view the attempt of setting land aside for nature and biodiversity (as nature national parks – also 
referred to as land-sparing) is argued and proven to be the only way to ensure future biodiversity and 
the political biodiversity goals of having 30 % nature areas with biodiversity in Denmark and Europe 
(Biodiverstitetsrådet, 2022). 
 
2.2 Agricultural emissions debates 
The public debate concerning emissions from agriculture and potentially effects on nature is most 
often related to water quality. This debate concerns both groundwater (drinking water quality) and 
surface water quality. Groundwater quality (drinking water quality) mainly relates to nitrates and 
pesticides in drinking water. Surface water quality relates to the coastal areas and nitrogen reduction 
demands as part of complying with the EU Water Framework Directive. Ammonia emissions from 
livestock is also an issue being discussed, however where effects on water quality seems to gain more 
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attention as compared to effects on air quality in rural areas and effects on nature as a result of 
deposition of ammonia. 
 
For the past 35 years the implementation of wetlands on agricultural land, to reduce nitrogen to 
coastal waters has proven to be difficult and slow (Graversgaard et al. 2021). From the political side, a 
number of high and optimistic targets have been set in relation to utilizing wetlands as a quick way to 
reduce nitrogen emissions. Unfortunately, it has been demonstrated that every time political targets 
are set for how many wetlands must be implemented and how much nitrogen must be reduced, these 
targets are not reached in Denmark (Graversgaard et al. 2021). 
 
However, with the new climate and GHG policy to take out 100.000 ha peatland on agricultural lands 
a new political discourse has emerged, which is speeding up the pace. Nitrogen emissions has been 
the main focus for many years, but other issues (such as positive effects of wetland implementation 
on biodiversity and climate) are currently being discussed more and more. One example of climate 
being a more helpful driver for the implementation of wetlands are the political and societal 
understanding of the need to act now. This has not, in the same case, been the example with the 
nitrogen wetlands. In 2022, the Climate Council (a governmental independent research council giving 
advice to politicians) has specifically concluded that the pace of taking out the low-lying peatland must 
increase, if we want to achieve the Danish climate goals (Elmeskov et al. 2022). 
 
2.2.1 Agricultural Emissions and related policies in Denmark. 
As described in the introduction, Danish agriculture is a two-sided coin, on one side not very visible 
and on the other side very visible. In terms of impact, pollution and emissions, Danish agriculture is 
indirectly very visible. The sector is responsible for 39 % of the total national water abstraction (Gruère 
et al. 2020), the sector accounts for 23% of total national GHG emissions (Nielsen et al. 2020), is 
responsible for discharge of nitrogen to vulnerable marine waters and for the high levels of nitrate and 
pesticides in many drinking water wells. At the same time, agriculture in Denmark is a sector highly 
vulnerable to climate impacts. Denmark is expected to be particularly affected by droughts and floods. 
 
Nitrogen emissions 
The agricultural emissions that have had the most attention in both the public and political debate are 
nitrogen emissions both for surface waters (coastal catchments) and groundwater (nitrate in drinking 
water wells). Figure A.5 shows the total nitrogen loads to the marine /coastal areas from the 1990s to 
today. As the figure shows, the loading (tons nitrogen) has been reduced significantly until before 
2010. And today the loading is plateauing and not being reduced in the last decade.   
 
The nutrient load from land has been reduced by over 50% for nitrogen and about 60% for phosphorus 
since the late 1980s (Dalgaard et al. 2014) and the total land-based nitrogen to all coastal waters in 
Denmark in the period 2016-2018 amounted to 56,300 tons.  A total load level of about 38,400 tons 
will create conditions for good ecological status in all coastal waters (red line in figure A.5). this means 
there is a reduction needs of 13,100 tons N per year until 2027. This reduction target is addressed by 
policy goals, in the 2021 agricultural agreement, in different ways. Out of the 13.100 N per year, 2.300 
tons N are postponed for a so-called second opinion (as part of the agricultural agreement it was 
agreed that an international evaluation of the nitrogen models and reductions should be conducted in 
2023/2024), 4.500 tons N will be found with so-called collective and targeted measures, these 
measures are wetlands, afforestation, constructed wetlands, peatlands that has to be found in a 
voluntary and collective way. 3500 tons N has to be reduced with targeted measures (targeted catch 
crops, precision farming and change of norms) and finally 2800 tons N will be found through the CAP 
reform, peatlands and afforestation (Regeringen, 2021). 
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Figure A.5: Showing the total nitrogen loadings (Tons N) for point source and diffuse sources. Red line indicates 
the level that needs to be reduced towards if good ecological status is to be achieved in the coastal areas.  

 
Source: modified after Jung-Madsen et al. 2021. 
 

Ammonia emissions 
Denmark has some of the highest ammonia deposition rates in Europe, however only 23% of the 
deposition to Danish land area is caused by Danish ammonia emissions (DCE, 2015). 94 percent of 
ammonia emissions in DK come from agriculture. About half comes from farmland, while the other 
half is discharged from stables and slurry tanks. The base deposition in Denmark has been reduced 
from 17 kg N per ha in 2006 to 13 kg N per ha in 2015 (DCE, 2015). Denmark has reduced its emissions 
of ammonia by about 40% between 1990 and 2020 (Nielsen et al. 2018; Ellermann et al. 2020).  
 
In Denmark and on a European level, it is a goal that nature must not receive more air pollution, 
including nitrogen, than it can tolerate. Via the Water Framework Directive and the Habitats Directive, 
EU member states, including Denmark, are obliged, among other things, to take measures to protect 
against harmful effects as a result of ammonia deposition. In Denmark, no direct targets have been set 
for the amount of ammonia deposition, nor national reduction targets. On the other hand, there are 
international targets for reducing nitrogen (ammonia) emissions. Through the Gothenburg Protocol 
and the NEC Directive (National Emission Ceilings), Denmark undertook an objective to reduce the 
emission of nitrogen filters and ammonia by around 60% and 43%, respectively, compared to 1990 by 
2010. In 2012, a revised Gothenburg Protocol entered into force in force with obligations for emission 
reductions for 2020. In connection with the revised Gothenburg Protocol, Denmark has committed to 
reduce the emission of ammonia in 2020 by 24%, compared to 2005, corresponding to a total of around 
45% compared to the Danish emissions in 1990. 
 
In November 2020, due to the risk of infection with corona all mink was culled. Since mink, in the latest 
projection of ammonia emissions from livestock production from 2015, was attributed to an emission 
of 5,578 tons in 2020, the stop of mink production meant that Denmark would meet the requirements 
for reducing ammonia evaporation under the NEC Directive (FVM, 2022). In early 2023, however, mink 
farming has been declared legal again (Altinget, 2023). Although the numbers are low at the start 
(2.900 mink, compared to 15 million before 2020), Denmark may risk an infringement case on air 
pollution (ammonia). In early 2023, the EU sent an opening letter under the NEC Directive (EU, 2023).  
 
Ammonia emissions and Natura 2000 
A key question being asked is: why is ammonia deposition in Natura 2000 areas not being discussed as 
much in Denmark as it is in The Netherlands? 
 
First, ammonia deposition on nature areas is also a problem for many Danish nature types. It affects 
the nature and conservation status. However, the severeness has not reached the political or public 
debate yet. Second, there are nuanced differences between the two countries. In Denmark, under 5% 
of the livestock is situated within 400–500 m from Natura 2000 sites. While in Denmark there are 4.1 
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million Livestock Units (LU1), in the Netherlands it is 6.6 million, corresponding to 1.5 LU/ha in Denmark 
and 3.7 LU/ha in the Netherlands. So even though the livestock intensity is high in Denmark, it is not 
even close to the intensity in the Netherlands (Jacobsen, 2022; Jacobsen et al. 2019). Third, the 
regulations and Natura 2000 assessment/permit criteria regarding ammonia/nitrogen are also very 
different (see Anker et al. 2019; Jacobsen et al. 2019). 
 
In Denmark, the regulation divides habitats into three categories where habitats sensitive to ammonia 
are included in category 1. The Danish regulation and its assessment of whether a farm can expand 
operates with permit thresholds, in this permit thresholds the total load should be below 0.2-0.7 
kg/N/Ha/years depending on the number of livestock farms near the farm that apply for expanding 
the farm (Jacobsen et al. 2019). The paper by Jacobsen et al. (2019), sums up the difference between 
Danish and Dutch ammonia regulation: “The Danish approach tries to achieve the same although the 
requirements have been translated into maximum permissible deposition levels depending on the 
number of nearby livestock farms, without including the background deposition. In the Dutch system, 
a key element is whether the farm is located in an area with “room for development”” (Jacobsen et al. 
2019). 
 
GHG emissions 
In Denmark, the agricultural sector is responsible for about 23-25% of national emissions, with 
production of cattle and pigs being the dominant source (Nielsen et al. 2020; Energistyrelsen, 2022; 
DN, 2022). In recent years, a much greater focus has been placed on climate reductions in the 
agricultural sector in Denmark. The Danish government and most parties in the parliament have 
pledged to reduce national emissions by 70% in 2030 relative to 1990 levels (Regeringen, 2019).  
 
In 2021, the government and almost all parties agreed on the 'Agreement on a green transformation 
of Danish agriculture' (Agricultural agreement 2021; Regeringen, 2021). The agreement contains, 
among other things, a binding reduction target for the agricultural and forestry sector's greenhouse 
gas emissions of 55-65 percent in 2030 compared to 1990. Concretely, this entails a reduction of 
between approximately 6.1 - 8.0 million tons of CO2 in 2030. However, the specific initiatives that have 
been adopted so far can only reduce emissions by 1.9 million tons of CO2e in 2030. The majority of the 
reductions are still on the development track, more precisely 5 million tons of CO2e.  
 
One of the measures proposed from the 2021 agricultural agreement, that have received more public 
debate is the rewetting of 100.000 ha peatlands. According to the Agreement, 55,500 ha must be 
rewetted, and 38,000 ha extended with the marginal areas around the peatlands. However, the 
agricultural sector’s ambition is to take 100,000 ha of low-lying land peatlands agricultural land out of 
production in Denmark, so the sector is having higher ambitions than the politicians.  
 
As part of the discussion and debate about agricultures role in mitigating climate change, reduction of 
livestock heads has not been part of the political agenda. However, as election is ongoing (new 
government just elected in November), left wing parties (Enhedslisten) did suggest to put a limited 
number on animal production (status update early December, the left wings did not have a majority 
and we now have a government with parties from left to the centre. These do not have reduction of 
livestock on their agenda). The debate, started by the left-wing party (Enhedslisen), about reducing 
the number of animals in Denmark, was closed quickly as the Environmental Economic Council (De 
miljøøkonomiske Vismænd2), stated in a official media coverage that the suggestion would make the 
transition more expensive. Professor Lars Gårn Hansen acknowledges that the proposal will "certainly" 
have a major climate effect. But that doesn't mean it's a good idea. He is cited in the news media 

 
1 Note: EU livestock units (1 LU = 1 dairy cow) 
2 The environmental economic council are a council that advice the government and parliament on 
environmental issues and economics (Okonomische Rad, n.d.)  
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Altinget for saying: "There is no art in achieving a goal if the costs are irrelevant. Therefore, it is also an 
important part of the green transition that the socio-economic costs are as small as possible, (…) In this 
specific case, you risk losing the opportunity for achieving some significant opportunities for cheap 
reductions in animal production, because you lock yourself in to closing a percentage of it." (Altinget, 
2022d). 
 
The professor and the Economic Council propose a CO2 tax instead of specific reduction numbers for 
livestock. The argument for the Economic Council is that politicians should only set reduction targets 
for what they are concerned about – in this case greenhouse gas emissions. The new government has 
taken this advice ad notam and in the governmental foundation agreement a CO2 tax is agreed upon. 
As the professor is stating in the news article, a CO2 tax can ensure that the transition and the ensuing 
GHG reduction are as cost-effective as possible, because the farmer gets an incentive to choose the 
cheapest climate solution. "And then the result may very well be the same (as in Enhedslistens proposal, 
i.e. to reduce livestock numbers). In our models, a CO2 tax on agriculture will also lead to a significant 
reduction in animal production" (Altinget, 2022d). The latest update from early 2023 is that the Climate 
Council in their yearly status report (Climate Council, 2023) concludes that there is need for a CO2 tax 
in agriculture and that there will be a reduction in livestock numbers if Denmark is to comply with its 
own climate law and goals. 
 
2.3 Summary of drivers for the public debate 
The public debate concerning agriculture and nature (not so much forest) are mainly framed around 
land use; the occupied area followed by lack of space. That is, how much land agriculture occupies, 
and shortage of space regarding nature. Agricultural domination is questioned, and the debate 
increasingly stems for that nature should have more space. However, in reality not many policies are 
backing up the argument of giving nature more space just because of an inherent value. The policies 
that currently drive land use change on agricultural land are related to emissions: climate change 
and/or nutrient imbalances and, at the moment, this is a key driver of change in the agricultural sector. 
This is also reflected in the ongoing debate regarding a proposed CO2 tax on the agricultural sector 
and the 2021 agricultural agreement, which requires 100,000 ha peatlands to be taken out of 
agricultural production. Even though there is these discussions and public debates about biodiversity, 
actually, the theme climate change is a real driver of change.  
 

3. Conclusions 
There is competition for the use of land (Arler et al. 2017), and therefore the possibilities for 
multifunctionality in the landscape are in demand. More and more measures, schemes and policies 
are to be implemented in the same landscapes. The two key themes covered (land use and emissions) 
are also shown in the official political goals and resulting measures. For emissions, the main policy 
choices are improvement of water quality goals. For surface water quality improvements, a range of 
nitrogen reduction measures are imposed. These consist of collective measures and targeted measures 
(wetlands, constructed wetlands and afforestation). Also, more and more phosphorous measures 
(mainly for the improvements of surface wate quality in lakes) are also imposed. For the reduction of 
nitrates and pesticides in drinking waters/groundwaters a range of measures are imposed, for example 
BNBO measures (imposing “buffer zones” around drinking water wells) and afforestation on drinking 
water protection sites. Denmark has also signed a climate law, which demands a 70% reductions in 
GHG emissions. It is obvious to imagine synergies between the different objectives in the green 
transition: win-win-win for climate, nature and biodiversity environment and nature (Johansen et al. 
2020). However, experience has shown that biodiversity and nature often end up as losers in projects 
(Ejrnæs. 2022). Because there is this fight for space, it is important that the decision-makers prioritize 
the opportunities for synergy and not "waste space" on measures that do not optimize the 
opportunities to benefit biodiversity, the environment or the climate (Johansen et al. 2018).  
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1. Agricultural land use in Germany - Trends and 
current situation 
Germany's image as an industrialized country is dominated by vehicle and equipment manufacturers 
as well as producers of chemical products. Agricultural use on around 50 percent of the land area is 
usually overlooked in this context, although intensive industrial farming is predominant here as well. 
Figure B.1 provides an overview of agricultural uses in Germany in 2020 and their developments since 
2010. 
 
Figure B.1: Agricultural Use in Germany in 2010 and 2020 

Cultivation Type 2010 2020 

Agricultural Land Use Farms Hectare Farms Hectare 

in 1 000 

Self-cultivated total area 299.1 18 387 262.8 18 341 

Agriculturally used area 297.7 16 704 258.9 16 595 

Arable land 229.3 11 847 193.59 11 664 

Permanent crops1 37.7 199 28.1 198 

Tree and soft fruit including nuts 17.0 65 10.9 62 

Vineyards 20.3 97 15.2 100 

Permanent grassland2 239.4 4 655 219.9 4 730 

Meadows 163.1 1 899 150.8 1 900 

Pastures 129.4 2 545 123.9 2 605 

Organic farming 21.9 991 35.4 1 702 

Farm Animal Husbandry Farms Hectare Farms Hectare 

in 1 000 

Cattle 175.0 12 706 108.0 11 275 

Pigs 32.9 26 900 31.9 26 300 

Poultry - - 51.1 186 341 

1 Including permanent crops under glass and other accessible protective covers.  
2 Including low-yield and permanent grassland taken out of production. 
Sources: Bundesregierung, 2011; BMEL, 2022b 

  
Livestock farming is of outstanding economic importance for German agriculture, as in 2020 animal 
husbandry accounted for around 61% of sales revenue and around 46% of the total production value 
of agriculture (BMEL, 2022b, p. 12 et seq.). Nevertheless, total livestock numbers have been on a 
downward trend since the 1990s, falling from 12.99 million livestock units3 in 2010 to 12.02 million 
livestock units in 2020 (-8%). In 2020, about 64% of farms kept livestock. The livestock density in 2020 
was 0.72 livestock units per hectare of agricultural land on average in Germany, with about 6.4% of 
livestock units kept on farms without agricultural land. 
 

 
3 In German agricultural statistics, 500 kg liveweight in the annual average herd is considered a livestock unit, 
with lump sum conversion values applied (BMEL, 2022e) 
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Within Germany, there are large differences in farm sizes, field sizes, the degree of clearing in 
agricultural landscapes, and the proportion of drained agricultural land, including lowland moorland 
and floodplain soils. Except in the Alps and low mountain ranges, agriculture is the predominant land 
use. Large contiguous wilderness areas do not exist in Germany. The relationship between agriculture 
and nature has changed fundamentally in Germany since 1950, in particular due to: 

− the evolution from nutrient-limited agriculture at the beginning of the 20th century to 
nutrient-surplus agriculture, which exceeds critical loads for eutrophication (EMEP, 2021, p. 
30, 31, 71, 73, 98),  

− the use of pesticides in conventional agriculture; 

− the increase in the size of fields and the associated clearing out of agricultural landscapes, 

− the large-scale drainage of lowland moor and floodplain soils in favor of agricultural use; and 

− the extensive conversion of permanent grassland into arable land, which, among other things, 
compensated for the losses resulting from settlement and traffic areas.  

 
While agriculture had often promoted biodiversity before 1950, since then it has been the main cause 
of the decline in biodiversity and the poor conservation status of many natural habitats and 
populations in Germany (BfN, 2016; BMU/BFN, 2020; Heißenhuber et al., 2015; UBA, 2018b). 
 
Protected areas and legally protected biotopes are often distributed on a small scale in these 
agriculturally dominated areas. Many protected areas and especially special areas of conservation (due 
to Article 4 Habitats-Directive) are smaller than 50 hectares, which makes it very difficult or impossible 
to achieve the conservation goals due to the dominating external influences (especially nutrient and 
pesticide inputs but also invasive species) (Raths et al., 2006). B.2 shows as an example the situation 
in Lower Saxony. 
 
Furthermore, in the larger protected areas (landscape protection areas, biosphere reserves, nature 
parks and partly also Natura 2000 areas) agriculture and forestry are often not further restricted 
compared to the normal landscape. The small-scale nature of the more strictly protected areas and 
the land sharing in the larger protected areas are important reasons why, despite a relatively high 
share of Natura 2000 areas of around 15% of the terrestrial land area, the conservation status of the 
types and species of the Habitats Directive in the atlantic and continental biogeographical regions of 
Germany has not improved since the first status report and, overall, almost three quarters of the 
biotopes in Germany are considered endangered (BfN, 2016; BMU/BFN, 2020; Heinze et al., 2019).  
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Figure B.2: Special Areas of Conservation and Special Protection Areas in Lower Saxony 

 
Source: BFN Bundesamt für Naturschutz, 2022. 
 

In addition, large-scale over-fertilization with reactive nitrogen compounds is of highlighted 
importance for terrestrial and aquatic ecosystems, habitats and species in Germany and also for the 
state of the North and Baltic Seas. Synthetic nitrogen fertilizers as well as imported fertilizers and 
feedstuffs cause a disruption of regional nutrient cycles in German agriculture and are the main cause 
of ecologically detrimental nitrogen surpluses (UBA, 2018b). Nevertheless, agricultural nitrogen 
surpluses in Germany have fallen by one third since 1990 to around 100 kg per hectare per year (see 
Figure B.3). There is also a decreasing trend for phosphorus (Garske, 2020; UBA, 2020). The greatest 
effect here was the structural and economic changes in eastern Germany in the course of reunification. 
After a phase of stagnation, nitrogen surpluses have been falling again since 2015 due to lower use of 
synthetic nitrogen fertilizers and are approaching the 70 kg target set by the German government, 
which is, however, still too high for ecosystem conservation. In Germany, around half of the nitrogen 
added remains as surplus in soils, waters and seas and escapes into the atmosphere as climate-relevant 
nitrous oxide. For Germany as a whole, this means an excess of reactive nitrogen of over 1.5 million kg 
per year. However, there are major regional differences here (Haußermann et al., 2019). Further 
environmental impacts arise from the production of mineral fertilizers within the Haber-Bosch 
ammonia synthesis process and extractions of phosphorus and potash. So far, reducing the use of 
mineral fertilizers has not played a role in the political debate on climate-friendly agriculture in 
Germany. 
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Figure B.3: Nitrogen balance per hectare of agricultural land 1990 - 2019 

 
Source: Own representation based on data from BMEL, 2022g. 

 
In the case of plant protection products, after a significant decline from 1989 onwards, the volume of 
active ingredients (pesticides) sold in Germany almost returned to the level of the 1980s after 1994. 
Since 2012, a reduction in the volume of herbicides sold has been observed, while the volume of 
fungicides sold continued to increase and the level of insecticides remained constant. However, when 
looking at the purely volume-based statistics, it should be noted that a large number of highly effective 
pesticides have been approved in the last two decades (e.g. pyrethroids, neonicotinoids) where only 
very small quantities per hectare are needed to achieve the same crop protection effect. On average, 
the ecological side effects have therefore increased by a multiple per kilogram of active ingredient 
(Möckel et al., 2021a; Neumeister, 2022). The intensity of plant protection products, expressed in 
applications per hectare and year, has also increased for many crops in Germany, despite falling overall 
volumes (Neumeister, 2020; JKI, 2022). Despite the National Action Plan for Sustainable Use of 
Pesticides (Bundesregierung, 2017) with explicit reduction targets, the level of pesticide use is 
significantly higher than in Denmark, where the 2013 increased and risk-based tax on pesticides has 
led to a significant reduction in volumes sold (see Figure B.4). 
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Figure B.4: Sales of active substances (excluding inert gases) in Denmark, Germany, France, and Sweden 2011 to 
2018 converted into kilograms per hectare of agricultural land (arable land and permanent crops, excluding 
permanent grassland) 

 
Source: Möckel et al. 2021a based on Eurostat data. 

 
Pesticide use and nutrient surpluses are significantly lower on land managed according to organic 
farming criteria. As mineral nitrogen fertilizer is not permitted under EU Regulation 2018/848, organic 
farming relies on higher nitrogen efficiency per yield and also has higher energy efficiency per yield 
(BMEL, 2021b; Thünen-Institut, 2019). In particular, the use of nitrogen-fixing legumes as catch crops 
not only saves energy and CO2 emissions, but also increases the humus and carbon content of soils 
with positive effects on water retention, soil fertility and the climate (Kallenbach et al., 2015; 
Kallenbach et al., 2019; Kremen/Miles, 2012; Lori et al., 2015; McDaniel et al., 2014; Stockmann et al., 
2013). Since 2002, federal governments have set a goal to increase the area share of organic farming 
to 20% due to better environmental sustainability (Bundesregierung, 2002; Bundesregierung, 2021a). 
Compared with the old government's draft, support for organic farming has been increased to €0.5 
billion a year. Due to the current National Strategic Plan for the CAP organic farming should reach a 
share of 30 percent by 2030 (BMEL, 2022f).  
 
Despite steady increases, however, the organic share of agricultural land in Germany was only 10.3% 
in 2020 (BMEL, 2022b, p. 15). However, the average values mask the major regional differences in 
Germany, which are caused not only by local differences in terms of location, climate and soils, but 
also by historical factors. For example, the agricultural landscapes in Germany's eastern states are 
much more cleared than in many of the western states, and the share of organic farming here is below 
the national average.  
 
In Lower Saxony, the share of organic farming is lowest, with only 4.7% of agricultural land managed 
according to the more environmentally friendly criteria in 2019 (BMEL, 2021b, p. 15). After a period of 
stagnation, however, more land in Lower Saxony has been converted again since 2016, and the area 
under organic management increased from 120,675 to 134,574ha between 2019 and 2020 
(Niedersachsen, 2022c, p. 24).  Nevertheless, a total of more than 16 million hectares were used for 
agriculture in Lower Saxony in 2020 (Niedersachsen, 2022c, p. 4). Lower Saxony thus has the most 
agricultural land in Germany after Bavaria, although here, as in eastern Germany, the agricultural 
landscapes are very cleared. Lower Saxony has a far above-average livestock density compared to 
other German states, with 2.93 million livestock units (Niedersachsen, 2022c, p. 4). In 2020, 11.2 
million cattle, 24.7 million pigs, 54.5 million, laying hens and 92.5 million fattening poultry were kept. 
The highest density of livestock is in western Lower Saxony (Niedersachsen, 2022c, p. 69 et seq.). In 
economic terms, livestock farming accounts for 7.4 billion euros, well over 50% of the total production 
value of Lower Saxony's agriculture of 13 billion euros in 2020. Lower Saxony's agriculture received 
more than €0.7 billion in subsidies in the form of direct payments (basic premium and greening 
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premium). Under the second pillar of the Common Agricultural Policy, agri-environmental and climate 
measures received €50.3 million and organic farming €31.2 million in funding in 2021.  In addition, 
Lower Saxony also supported agricultural investments, land consolidation and rural road construction 
with a total of 28 million euros; village development and Leader with 62.4 million euros; flood 
protection with 13.5 million euros and livestock welfare with 4.7 million euros.  
 
Overall, in a global and European comparison, the impact of agriculture on ecosystems, habitats and 
wild species in Germany is very high and German agriculture exceeds the planetary impact limits 
(Steffen et al., 2015). Despite this high degree of intensification in agriculture, Germany, contrary to 
some claims, does not contribute to the world's food supply, since Germany - like the European Union 
- imports more biomass than it exports. It is not so much the high population density as the high 
livestock numbers and the feedstuffs required for them that are the reason why Germany uses large 
areas of agricultural land in other countries of the Europe and other continents (EU-COM/JRC, 2018, 
p. 41 et seq.; UBA, 2018b, p. 24 et seq.). This enables an oversupply as well as considerable export 
surpluses of animal food products, but at the same time causes an excessive accumulation of farm 
manure, especially in the northern German and Bavarian regions with high livestock populations 
(Haußermann et al., 2019). 
 

2. Main issues in the current political and societal 
debate on the relationship between agriculture and 
nature in Germany and Lower Saxony 
In Germany, three main issues have dominated the political debates on the relationship between 
agriculture and nature over the last 10 years: 

− The violation of the European Nitrates Directive 91/676/EEC stated by the European Court of 
Justice and the subsequent amendments to the German Fertilizer Law (BLAG, 2012; BMEL, 
2019; BMUB/BMEL, 2016; BMUB/BMEL, 2020; Douhaire, 2018; dpa, 2019; Härtel, 2019; 
Möckel/Wolf; 2020; Reinhardt, 2019; UBA, 2018a; WBA et al., 2013); 

− the increasing insect mortality and the attempt by the federal and state governments to do 
more for biodiversity in agricultural landscapes (BMU, 2020; Bundesregierung, 2019a; Settele, 
2019; Sorg et al., 2019; SRU/WBBGR, 2018); and 

− livestock welfare due to repeatedly discovered violations of livestock welfare standards in 
livestock facilities and greater consumer awareness of livestock welfare (Beerman et al., 2020; 
Kompetenznetzwerk-Nutztierhaltung, 2020; Sorg et al., 2021; WBA-BMEL, 2015), although 
improvements in husbandry conditions only indirectly affect the relationship between 
agriculture and nature. 

 
In the first two topics, there was not only discussion but also various legislative changes initiated by 
the old federal government under Angela Merkel, which are presented together with the political 
debate in section 3.3. In Lower Saxony, the state government has additionally launched a society-wide 
initiative for more nature, species and climate protection, which in 2020 has already resulted in an 
agreement with agricultural and nature conservation organizations, the increased provision of public 
funds, and changes in Lower Saxony's environmental law (see 3.6). With regard to livestock welfare, 
the political debate is now well advanced and the new federal government could further raise the 
existing legal livestock welfare standards (see 3.5). 
 
Looking to the present and near future, two topics are currently being discussed more intensively in 
Germany: 

− climate protection and adaptation in agriculture and forestry as well as 
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− the new Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in the new funding period from 1.1.2023 and the 
national alignment with the strategy plan. 

 
In view of the growing droughts in Germany since 2018, climate adaptation and protection in 
agriculture and forestry are also coming more and more to the forefront of political and social 
attention (see 3.1). There is also a greater need for legal action in the relationship between agriculture 
and Natura 2000, as neither German law nor practice meet the requirements of Article 6(3) of the 
Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC (see 3.4). As in the rest of Europe, the reorientation of the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) in the new funding period has played and continues to play a major role in the 
political discussion (see 3.2). 
 
Overall, in view of the accumulating environmental problems of German agriculture, demands from 
society, environmental organizations and the scientific community for a comprehensive agricultural 
turnaround have intensified over the past two decades (DLG, 2016; Heißenhuber et al., 2015; 
Heißenhuber et al., 2019; Knickel, 2002; Möckel et al., 2014; Taube, 2016; Wirz et al., 2016). After 
proposals for stricter fertilizer and pesticide legislation provoked major farmer protests (Schulz, 2019), 
Angela Merkel appointed a commission on the future of agriculture ("Zukunftskommission 
Landwirtschaft") in 2020 with representatives from agriculture, business and consumption, 
environmental and animal protection associations and scientists, which unanimously adopted a 
statement for the future of agriculture in Germany in 2021 with comprehensive and far-reaching 
reform suggestions (ZKL, 2021). In it, the ecological but also social and economic problems of 
agriculture as well as the need for reform are recognized by all participating persons including the 
representatives of the agricultural and industrial associations. The developed vision of the future is in 
line with environmental scientific recommendations of the last years or decades and is based on four 
different scenarios which were developed on behalf of the Future Commission (Dönitz et al., 2020). 
 
For implementation, the commission recommends a range of measures and instruments, generally 
advocating financial support and advice before legal obligations in order to mitigate the problems 
arising from integration into international agricultural markets. Far from this reform claim, however, 
is the parallel developed arable farming strategy of the Federal Ministry of Agriculture (BMEL, 2021a), 
even if the environmental problems are largely addressed here as well. 
 

3. Current and future policy goals, governance and 
political measures in Germany and in Lower Saxony 
Germany's political goals in the areas of ecology, economy and social affairs have been defined by the 
federal governments since 2002 in the German Sustainability Strategy. Despite different government 
coalitions, there has been a great degree of continuity in many of the targets (e.g. 20 percent organic 
farming) (Bundesregierung, 2002; Bundesregierung, 2021a). The biggest revision took place in 2016 
with the adaptation to the UN's Sustainable Development Goals (Bundesregierung, 2016).  Changes 
were mainly related to indicators, new sub-targets, and timelines for many targets. In the relationship 
between agriculture and nature, the following goals of the current sustainability strategy are relevant, 
which had still been set by the German government under Angela Merkel (Federal Government, 2021b, 
23-29): 

− Reduction of the nitrogen surpluses of the overall balance for Germany to 70 kilograms per 
hectare of utilized agricultural area on an annual average between 2028 and 2032; 

− Increase the proportion of organically farmed agricultural land to 20 % by 2030 

− Reduction of emissions to 55 % of 2005 level (unweighted average of the five pollutants) by 
2030; 
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− Nitrate in groundwater: Compliance with the nitrate threshold value of 50 mg/l at all 
monitoring points by 2030; 

− Phosphorous in flowing waters: Not exceeding benchmark values for specific types of water 
bodies at all monitoring points by 2030; 

− Nitrogen input in coastal and marine waters – nitrogen input via the inflows into the Baltic Sea 
and the North Sea: Adherence to good quality in accordance with the Ordinance on the 
Protection of Surface Waters (Oberflächengewässerverordnung) (annual averages for total 
nitrogen in rivers flowing into the Baltic may not exceed 2.6 mg/l); 

− Biodiversity and landscape quality: Reach the index value of 100 by 2030; 

− Eutrophication of ecosystems: Reduction by 35 % by 2030 compared to 2005 and 

− Expansion of settlement and transport area in ha per day: Reduction to under 30 ha on average 
per day by 2030. 

 
The sustainability strategy also contains targets for greenhouse gas emissions. However, the Climate 
Protection Act, which was amended by the federal government in 2021, now goes beyond these 
targets and commits the federal government, among other things, to achieving climate neutrality by 
2045 (see Section 3.1). Further objectives relating to agriculture and nature are contained in the 
German government's National Strategy on Biological Diversity (Bundesregierung, 2007a), the 
Livestock Strategy (BMEL, 2017) and the Arable Farming Strategy 2035 (BMEL, 2021a) of the German 
Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture, and the National Peatland Protection Strategy 
(Bundesregierung, 2022) of the German Federal Ministry for the Environment. In addition, there are in 
some cases complementary sustainability goals at the Länder level, such as in Lower Saxony with the 
"Niedersächsische Weg" (see Section 3.6).  
 
The targets of the sustainability strategy and other strategies are not legally binding. They cannot be 
sued for, nor do target failures entail consequences. Therefore, legally binding objectives are of greater 
political importance. The constitutional state objective of protecting the natural foundations of life, 
which was enshrined in Article 20a of the Basic Law for the Federal Republic of Germany (Grundgesetz 
- GG) in 1994 and supplemented by the protection of animals in 2002, should be emphasized here. 
These two state objectives are binding on the legislator and, within the framework of the law, also on 
the administration and the judiciary. 
 
In 2021, the Federal Constitutional Court (BVerfG) gave the environmental state objective a sharp edge 
with its ruling on the Climate Protection Act and, for the first time, let a law fail on this (BVERG, 2021). 
The extent to which this will change future legislation in Germany beyond the area of climate 
protection remains to be seen, however, as the BVerfG has consistently granted legislators 
considerable scope for political assessment and consideration. 
 
In addition, Germany is also legally obligated to environmental and climate protection under 
international treaties. These include, in addition to the climate protection targets in the Paris 
Agreement of 2015 and on biodiversity in the Convention on Biological Diversity of 1992, in particular 
the agreements on the protection of the North Sea and Baltic Sea (OSPAR and HelCom), on wetlands 
(Ramsar Convention) and on wild and migratory animal and plant species (Bern and Bonn Agreements). 
However, the most effective commitments exist in European law, as the European Commission can 
bring infringement proceedings before the European Court of Justice if European targets are not met, 
and the Court can impose heavy penalties on members of the European Union if infringements 
continue. In the field of agriculture and the environment, the obligations to achieve good conservation 
status under the Water Framework Directive 2000/60/EC, the Habitats Directive 1993/43/EEC and the 
Birds Directive 2009/147 are particularly noteworthy. Furthermore, the NEC Directive 2016/2284/EU 
obliges Germany, among other things, to reduce excessive ammonia emissions from agricultural 
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livestock farming. Up to now, Germany has lagged behind the aforementioned European targets to a 
large extent (BMU/BFN, 2020; UBA, 2019; UBA, 2022a). 
 
The following national policies are presented in more detail in the following sections: 

− Climate Protection and Climate Adaptation; 

− Implementation of the CAP from 2023 on Germany; 

− Agricultural emissions regulation in Germany: Nitrates and Pesticides; 

− Natura 2000 and Agriculture; 

− Livestock welfare and 

− The Lower Saxony Way. 
 

3.1 Climate protection and climate adaptation 
To implement the decision of the Federal Constitutional Court of March 24, 2021 (1 BvR 2656/18 et 
al.), the federal legislature amended the Climate Protection Act (KSG) in June 2021 (Bundesministerium 
der Justiz & Bundesamt für Justiz, 2019). The legislation commits Germany and itself to achieving net 
greenhouse gas neutrality by 2045 and negative greenhouse gas emissions after 2050 as a desired 
target (§ 3.2 KSG). To achieve this, the contributions to be made by the individual sectors (including 
energy, industry, buildings and transport) by 2030 were increased in Annex 2 of the KSG (see also 3.3) 
. At the same time, a new §3a of the KSG stipulates that the land use, land use change and forestry 
sector should make higher reduction contributions in order to intensify the sink function of soils and 
forests (§ 3 KSG). For the agricultural sector it obligates the Federal Ministry of Agriculture to reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture to a maximum of 56 million metric tons of CO2 equivalent 
by 2030 and by at least minus 40 million metric tons of carbon dioxide equivalent by 2045 compared 
to 1990 levels across the entire sector of land use, land use change and forestry (§ 3a KSG). 
 
Pursuant to the climate protection program of the federal government under Angela Merkel 
(Bundesregierung, 2019b), which has not yet been amended again, greenhouse gas emissions from 
agriculture are to be reduced by strengthening the following measures through legal requirements and 
financial support: 

− reduction of nitrogen surpluses including reduction of ammonia emissions and targeted 
reduction of nitrous oxide emissions as well as improvement of nitrogen efficiency by means 
of the new fertilizer law; 

− strengthening the fermentation of farm manure of animal origin and agricultural residues; 

− expansion of organic farming; 

− reduction of greenhouse gas emissions in livestock farming, among other things, by the 
German government's intention to gradually gear its support to livestock farming with a 
maximum of two livestock units (LU) per hectare, as well as 

− increasing energy efficiency in agriculture. 
 
However, the Merkel governments and the CDU agriculture ministers of the past legislative periods 
had done little to reduce the ecological footprint of German agriculture and primarily tried to protect 
farms from environmental requirements in the CAP and ecological demands of environmental 
organizations as well as the SPD and Bündnis90/Die Grünen. Thus, the beginning of an ecological 
agricultural turnaround initiated by the Red-Green federal government under Gerhard Schröder went 
largely by the wayside. Above all, the promotion of bioenergy (especially biogas power generation) as 
a source of income and a supposed climate protection measure was continued by the Merkel 
governments, even though it became increasingly clear, that the potential for using bioenergy for 
climate protection in Germany is very limited, associated with considerable negative environmental 
impacts both at home and abroad, and that the cultivation of energy crops on drained lowland moor, 
alluvial soils or former permanent grassland as well as the slurry bonus for biogas plants have negative 
effects for climate protection (Gawel/Ludwig, 2011; LAWA/LABO, 2008; Naturkapital_Deutschland, 
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2016; TA-BTag, 2013; WGBU, 2008). Most recently, the former Federal Minister of Agriculture, Julia 
Klöckner (CDU), rejected an ambitious peatland protection (Der Spiegel, 2021). Only the new red-
green-yellow government under Olaf Scholz was able to adopt a joint Peatland Protection Strategy 
(Bundesregierung, 2022), despite different election programs of the three parties (Der Spiegel, 2021).  
 
Furthermore, the Federal Environment Ministry aims to ensure with the planned Natural Climate 
Protection Action Program that not only agriculturally used peatlands but the whole land use sector 
develop from a source of greenhouse gases back into a carbon sink (BMUV, 2022). According to the 
Federal Environment Ministry's draft (BMUV, 2022), the action program will focus on the protection 
and restoration of the following relevant natural ecosystems: 

− rewetting of peat soils; 

− improving the protection of seagrass meadows and algae forests in the North and Baltic Seas; 

− promotion of forest conversion and afforestation for more near-natural and species-rich 
forests; 

− renaturation of floodplains; 

− targeted development of humus-rich soils and  

− the promotion of protected and wilderness areas. 
 
So far, however, there are no concrete legal requirements for more climate protection and climate 
adaptation on agricultural land and farms. In the national alignment of agricultural support in the first 
and second CAP pillars, climate protection and adaptation to climate change are to be given greater 
importance than before according to the strategy plan presented (see section 3.2) (BMEL, 2022c, p. 17 
et seq.). This includes, among other things, the increased promotion of organic farming, peatland 
protection, site-adapted humus management, the preservation and new establishment of agroforestry 
areas, a sustainable orientation of livestock farming and a general increase in energy efficiency. 
However, the new CAP also contains a variety of climate-damaging subsidy effects, which is why 
Wiegmann et la., 2022 recommend excluding GHG-intensive economic sectors from coupled payments 
and eliminating direct payments in the next CAP reform in 2027 without replacement. 
 
3.2 Implementation of the CAP from 2023 on Germany 
Due to political delays at European level, the national implementation of the future Common 
Agricultural Policy for the years 2023 to 2027 has not yet been completed in the member states. In 
Germany, in particular, the approval of the strategic plan by the European Commission is still pending. 
The legal framework for implementing the Common Agricultural Policy from 2022 onwards was already 
redrafted by the old German government under Angela Merkel, although most of the provisions of the 
legal acts listed below will not come into force until the national strategic plan (BMEL, 2022f) has been 
approved by the European Commission: 

− Law on the implementation of direct payments financed under the common agricultural policy 
(Bundesministerium der Justiz & Bundesamt für Justiz, 2021a); 

− Regulation on the implementation of CAP direct payments (Bundesministerium der Justiz & 
Bundesamt für Justiz, 2022); 

− Law on the implementation of conditionality applicable within the framework of the Common 
Agricultural Policy (Bundesministerium der Justiz & Bundesamt für Justiz, 2021b) und 

− Law on the implementation of the Integrated Administration and Control System to be 
introduced within the framework of the Common Agricultural Policy (Bundesministerium der 
Justiz & Bundesamt für Justiz, 2021c). 

 
As the CAP strategic plan has not yet been approved, the official announcement of the regulation on 
the implementation of conditionality applicable under the CAP (GAP-Konditionalitäten-Verordnung 
vom - GAPKondV) is still pending, even though a cabinet version of the Federal Government of 
25.1.2022 is already in place for this purpose, taking into account the resolution of the Bundesrat of 
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17.12.2021 (Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft, 2021). With this regulation, the 
German government intends to specify the Statutory Management Requirement (SMR, in German 
GAB) and the Standard for Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition of Land (GAEC, in German 
GLÖZ) for German recipients of direct payments as stipulated in Annex III of EU Regulation 2021/2115 
and to make them legally binding when the regulation enters into force. In response to the 
Commission's request for improvements to the CAP Strategic Plan and the improved CAP Strategic 
Plan, on 19.10.2022, the federal government approved changes to the GAPKondV version of 25.1.2022 
(Bundesministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft, 2022a). Furthermore, in line with the 
suggestion of the EU Commission, the Federal Ministry of Agriculture has submitted a draft regulation 
to suspend GAEC standards 7 and 8 in 2023 due to global grain shortages (Bundesministerium für 
Ernährung und Landwirtschaft, 2022b). The majority of the states in the Bundesrat approved the 
suspension ordinance (Bundesgesetzblatt, 2022). Nevertheless, as with the GAPKondV, the official 
announcement is still pending. 
 
The new federal government has attempted to take up some of the proposals of the Commission on 
the Future of Agriculture (see 2) in formulating the national CAP strategic plan, insofar as this is possible 
at all within the framework of the new European provisions regarding the Common Agricultural Policy 
(EU Regulations 2021/2115 and 2021/2116). In particular, the strategic plan included as objective that 
organic farming should reach a share of 30 percent by 2030. Compared with the old government's 
draft, support for organic farming has been increased to €0.5 billion a year. 
 
Despite various improvements made by the new German government in favor of environmental 
protection, the European Commission has not approved the German strategic plan submitted in 
February 2022, but has rejected it with extensive comments and additional requirements - particularly 
with regard to the requirements on conditionality and achieving greater sustainability (EU-
Kommission, 2022). At the end of September, Germany submitted a revised CAP strategic plan taking 
into account the EU Commission's comments (BMEL, 2022f). B.5 provides an overview of the weighting 
of the CAP objectives set by the European Union in the German strategic plan. Figure B.6 shows the 
weighting of the non-income elements of direct payments under the modified strategic plan. Among 
other things, the basic requirements on wetlands and peatlands (GAEC 2), on minimum land cover 
(GAEC 6), on crop rotation (GAEC 7) and on the provision of biodiversity areas (GAEC 8) were tightened. 
Furthermore, the premium for crop diversification was increased from 30 to 45 euros annually per 
hectare and a ban on plowing permanent grassland in the application year was included in organic 
regulation 4. On 21.11.2022, the European Commission approved Germany's revised strategic plan 
(Vertretung in Deutschland, 2022). 
 
However, environmental groups and ecologically oriented farmers' associations criticized even the 
new plan as ecologically inadequate and called for a fundamental realignment of the CAP in Germany 
in 2023 (DNR Deutscher Naturschutzring, 2022). The organic farming association Bioland considers the 
interim target of 12 percent organic farming on agricultural land by 2027 to be too low, when the 
target for 2030 is actually 30 percent (Bioland, 2022). The criticism of the alternative agricultural 
association "Arbeitsgemeinschaft bäuerliche Landwirtschaft (ABL)" is more comprehensive (ABL 
Arbeitsgemeinschaft bäuerliche Landwirtschaft, 2022). Thereafter, the strategic plan fails to achieve 
the goals in the field of climate and environmental protection and at the same time does not offer a 
clear perspective for the future to agricultural enterprises, as many wrong decisions of the former 
Federal Minister of Agriculture Julia Klöckner (CDU) have not been corrected. Furthermore, according 
to ABL, the complexity of the many regulations can no longer be communicated. The bonus system 
developed by ABL (ABL, 2018 4) and the model of the common good premium „Gemeinwohlprämie“ 

 
4 See also bonus calculator (ABL, n.d.)  
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proposed by the German Association for Landscape Conservation (DVL, 2020 5) are much simpler and 
ecologically more effective. According to the German Nature and Biodiversity Conservation Union 
(NABU), the strategic plan already contained so many fundamental design flaws by the Merkel 
government that even the updated version will not reverse the trend in species extinction or in 
agriculture's climate balance. Rather, what is needed is an ambitious proposal by the Federal Minister 
of Agriculture for the CAP after 2028, with a complete replacement of flat-rate area payments with 
rewards for climate and nature conservation services provided by farms, as also recommended by the 
Commission on the Future of Agriculture (ZKL, 2021). 
 

Figure B.5: Financial prioritization in the GAP-SP for the general objectives

 
Source: Own representation based on data from BMEL 2022c, p. 15. 
 

Figure B.6: Target-oriented design of direct payments (excluding basic income support; rounded

 
Source: Own representation based on data from BMEL 2022c, p. 28. 
 

In total, the German CAP strategic plan for the period 2023 to 2027 includes EU funding of around 30 
billion euros, with almost 5 billion euros annually for direct payments and around 1 billion euros for 

 
5 See also the evaluating study from the Thünen-Institut (Röder et al. 2020). For further information about the 
project Gemeinwohlprämie (DVL, n.d.)  
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EAFRD measures. Around half of the European funding is intended to serve the goals of environmental, 
climate and species protection (see Figure B.7). For this purpose, the strategic plan, in addition to 
concretizing the requirements for conditionality in direct payments under the First Pillar in accordance 
with Annex III of EU Regulation 2021/2115, also provides for a gradual increase in the reallocation of 
direct payment funds from the First Pillar to 15 percent in favor of the promotion of rural development 
in the Second Pillar (Pillar 2) in the funding period 2023-2027. 
 
Overall, the submitted strategic plan intends to distribute and co-finance the European CAP funds 
according to Figure B.8 and B.9. The European and national funds of the second pillar are to be 
distributed among the 16 federal states as shown in Figure B.10, whereby the states have their own 
scope for decision-making in the concrete design of the EAFRD programs of measures as well as the 
weighting of the individual funding priorities and measures within the framework of the strategic plan 
and the specifications of the framework plan for the joint task of agricultural structure and coastal 
protection.6 
 
Figure B.7: Use of European CAP funding for environmental, climate and livestock welfare objectives in the CAP 
strategic plan for Germany in € million (rounded). 

 2023  2024  2025  2026  2027  Total for 
2023-
2027  

Corrected ceiling for direct payments after 
reallocation 

4,424  4,375  4,301  4,178  4,178  21,457  

including eco-regulation (23%)  1,018  1,006  989  961  961  4,935  

including conditionality (40%)1) 1,268  1,254  1,232  1,195  1,195  6,143  

EAFRD funds (total) 1,485  1,584  1,633  1,707  1,830  8,239  

including EAFRD Environment funds2) 842  842  842  842  842  4,212  

EAFRD environmental quota (at least 
35%)  

around 50 % 

Total Environmental funds“   3,128  3,102  3,063  2,998  2,998  15,290  

Share of CAP funds (%)  around 50% 
1) Crediting of 40% of basic income support and redistributive income support based on extended conditionality 
to environmental and climate targets according to the calculation scheme Article 100 of the CAP-SP Regulation. 
2) Planned use of funds of the area-related interventions for environmental and climate protection goals, for 
livestock welfare and under offsetting of 50% of the compensatory allowance for disadvantaged areas (Article 
93 of the CAP-SP Regulation); since EAFRD funds are available on a multi-year basis, the planned total use of 
funds was distributed evenly over the years in a calculatory manner. 

Source: Own representation based on data from BMEL, 2022c, p. 22. 
 

 
6 See the differences in the previous EAFRD programs on BLE/DVS 2016. 
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Figure B.8: Distribution of European CAP funding in the CAP strategic plan for Germany in € million (rounded) 

 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 Total for 2023-
2027 

Ceiling for direct payments1)  4,916  4,916  4,916  4,916  4,916  24,579  

Reallocation volume 492  541  614  737  737  3,122  

Corrected ceiling for direct payments 
after reallocation 

4,424  4,375  4,301  4,178  4,178  21,457  

including eco-regulation (23%)  1,018  1,006  989  961  961  4,935  

including redistribution first hectare 
(12%)  

531  525  516  501  501  2,575  

including young farmers  
(3% before redeployment)  

147  147  147  147  147  735  

including coupled payments (2%)  88  87  86  84  84  429  

EAFRD Total 1,485  1,584  1,633  1,707  1,830  8,239  

thereof EAFRD original  1,092  1,092  1,092  1,092  1,092  5,462  

thereof redeployment funds2) 393  492  541  614  737  2,777  

Interventions in specific sectors3) 5  42  80  83  90  300  

Total amount 5,914  6,001  6,014  5,968  6,098  29,995  
1) All data on direct payments refer to the respective application year (funding is provided from the respective 
following EU budget year). 
2) Funds from reallocation of direct payment volumes from the previous year. 
3) Interventions for wine will not take effect until 2024 and those for the fruit and vegetables sector until 2025 
based on the CAP strategic plan. 
Source: Own representation based on data from BMEL, 2022c, p. 10. 

 
Figure B.9: European and national funds for Pillar 2 in the CAP strategic plan for Germany in € million (rounded) 

 2023 2024 2025 2026 2027 Total for 2023-
2027 

EAFRD original 1,092  1,092  1,092  1,092  1,092  5,462  

redeployment1)  393  492  541  614  737  2,777  

Subtotal EU funding 1,485  1,584  1,633  1,707  1,830  8,239  

National cofinancing2)  789  789  789  789  789  3,947  

Additional national funds according 
to  
CAP Strategic Plan („Top-ups“)2)  

487  487  487  487  487  2,435  

Total amount  2,761  2,860  2,909  2,983  3,106  14,620  
1) Funds from reallocation of direct payment volumes from the previous year. 
2) Since EAFRD funds are available on a multi-year basis, the planned total use of funds was distributed evenly 
over the years on an imputed basis. 
Source: Own representation based on data from BMEL, 2022c, p. 11. 
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Figure B.10: Distribution of planned funds under Pillar 2 for 2023-2027 among the 16 federal states in € million 
(rounded) 

 EAFRD-
funds 

National 
cofinancing 

Additional 
national funds 

Total for 2023-
2027 

Baden-Württemberg  707  594  199  1,500  

Bayern  1,487  1,243  615  3,345  

Brandenburg + Berlin  717  155  0  872  

Hessen  357  154  64  575  

Mecklenburg-Vorpommern  653  195  82  930  

Niedersachsen + Bremen + 
Hamburg  

1,195  367  996  2,558  

Nordrhein-Westfalen  677  474  16  1,167  

Rheinland-Pfalz  337  174  183  694  

Saarland  56  72  0,6  129  

Sachsen  571  140  0  711  

Sachsen-Anhalt  594  128  34  756  

Schleswig-Holstein  437  110  241  788  

Thüringen  453  142  5  600  

Total amount  8,239  3,947  2,436  14,620  
Source: Own representation based on data from BMEL, 2022c, p. 12. 
 
 

3.3 Agricultural emissions regulation in Germany – Nitrogen (via air and/or water), Pesticides and 
Greenhouse Gas Emissions 
Germany has currently set itself the following specific environmental objectives with regard to 
agricultural substance inputs into the environment: 

− Reduce greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture to a maximum of 56 million metric tons of 
CO2 equivalent by 2030 and by at least minus 40 million metric tons of carbon dioxide 
equivalent by 2045 compared to 1990 levels across the entire sector of land use, land use 
change and forestry (due to §4.1 in conjunction with Annex 2 and §3a.1 No. 3 of the Federal 
Climate Protection Act – KSG) (Bundesministerium der Justiz & Bundesamt für Justiz, 2019); 

− Reduction of the agricultural nitrogen surplus to 70 kg per hectare and year by 2030 as a three-
year average based on the total German agricultural area according to the National 
Sustainability Strategy (Bundesregierung, 2021a, p. 143 et seq.) and 

− Reduction of risks to the natural environment associated with the use of pesticides by 30% by 
2023 compared to the 1996-2005 average, and reduction of Maximum Residue Levels (MRLs) 
exceedances in all product groups in domestic and imported food products to below 1% by 
2021 due to the National Action Plan7 (Bundesregierung, 2012, p. 33). 

 
The nitrogen and pesticide objectives are not legally binding. However, there are specific legal 
requirements under fertilizer and plant protection legislation that at least promote the achievement 
of the targets (see sections 3.3.1 and 3.3.2). The climate protection objectives, on the other hand, are 
legally binding for the federal government. § 8 of the Climate Protection Act (KSG) obliges the Federal 
Ministry of Agriculture to submit an immediate action program for agriculture in the event that the 
annual emission levels set out in Annex 2 are exceeded, which ensures compliance with the sector's 
annual emission levels for the following years. Due to the allocation of emissions from sectors 
upstream and downstream of agriculture to other sectors (e.g., emissions from fertilizer production 
have so far been allocated to the industrial sector) and a change in the way emissions of nitrous oxide 

 
7 The National Action Plan was prepared due to Art. 4 of the EU Directive 2009/128/EC and contains numerous 
sub-goals related to the environment and nature. 
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from the cultivation and fertilization of agricultural soils are calculated, the agricultural sector has so 
far been able to comply with the targets (UBA, 2022b). 
 
3.3.1 Nitrate Directive and the amendments to the federal fertilizer law 
Fertilization and nutrient surpluses have become a top political issue in Germany since October 2016, 
when the European Commission filed its lawsuit in the European Court of Justice (ECJ) for failure to 
transpose Directive 91/676/EEC (Nitrates Directive), with the Commission calling for a tightening of 
German fertilizer legislation as early as 2011 (Purnhagen & Wesseler, 2020). Despite early preparatory 
work (WBA et al., 2013), the Fertilizer Act (DüngG) (Bundesministerium der Justiz & Bundesamt für 
Justiz, 2009a) and the Regulation on the Application of Fertilizers, Soil Additives, Cultivation Substrates 
and Plant Auxiliaries in Accordance with the Principles of Good Fertilizing Practice (Düngeverordnung 
- DüV) were first amended in 2017 (Bundesministerium der Justiz & Bundesamt für Justiz, 2017). 
Pursuant to §11a DüngG, a whole-farm gross nutrient balance (farm gate balance) was also introduced 
with the Regulation on the Handling of Nutrients on the Farm and Farm Material Flow Balances. 
However, this did not prevent Germany from being condemned by the European Court of Justice for 
violating the European Nitrates Directive8. Even though the ruling referred to the fertilizer legislation 
in force in 2016, the European Commission then examined the extent to which subsequent legal 
amendments had remedied the infringement or whether a second trial before the ECJ was necessary 
to determine contractual penalties.  
 
The 2017 amendment was deemed inadequate by the Commission. This was not surprising, as a 
number of regulations and regulatory concepts criticized by the ECJ were retained and it was 
questionable whether the new regulations actually sufficiently reduce nitrate pollution of surface 
waters and groundwater bodies (Douhaire, 2018; Härtel, 2019; Möckel, 2018a; Taube, 2018; UBA, 
2018a). On 20.2.2020, the German Federal Ministry of Agriculture (BMEL) therefore submitted a 
further amendment to the Fertilizer Regulation, which came into force on 1.5.2020 (Bundesrat, 2020). 
 
At the same time, a new paragraph 38a was added to the Federal Water Act (Bundesministerium der 
Justiz & Bundesamt für Justiz, 2009b).  In order to protect against runoff into surface waters, the 
provision stipulates that in the case of agriculturally used areas bordering on surface waters and having 
a slope of at least 5% on average within a distance of 20 meters from the upper edge of the 
embankment, a closed, year-round vegetation cover must be maintained or established within a 
distance of 5 meters from the upper edge of the embankment or the line of the mean water level of a 
surface water. 
 
However, the new amendments to the fertilizer legislation also received criticism from the European 
Commission (cf. BMEL 2022d). The recognition by the ECJ of the right of environmental associations to 
take legal action with regard to the implementation of the Nitrates Directive may have prevented the 
Commission from making political concessions9. 
 
The German government attempted to address the Commission's criticism of the inconsistent 
designation of areas particularly polluted with nitrates (so-called red areas) in the Länder with a 
General Administrative Directive on the Designation of Areas Polluted with Nitrates and Eutrophic 
Areas (AVV Gebietsausweisung - AVV GeA), which was issued on 3.11.2020 (Bundesministerium für 
Ernährung und Landwirtschaft, 2020). The Länder then had to adapt their state fertilization regulations 
and the designated red areas in accordance with the requirements of the sub-legislative administrative 
regulation by 31.12.2020. In Lower Saxony, about a quarter of the state's land was then designated as 
red areas, which provoked considerable protests from the affected farms and landowners 

 
8 ECJ, Judg. of 21.6.2018 – C-543/16. 
9 ECJ, Judg. of 3.10.2019 – C-197/18. 
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(Landwirtschaftskammer Niedersachsen, n.d.). After reviewing the state regulations, the EU 
Commissioner for the Environment again expressed the need for improvements in the German 
implementation of the Nitrates Directive in June 2021, as the area of the red areas had been 
significantly reduced compared to the area designation from 2019.  
 
At the beginning of 2022, the new federal government then worked with the states to draft a new 
version of the AVV GeA (BMEL 2022i), which provides for the designation of areas using a uniform 
procedure. The draft was adopted by the Bundesrat (upper house of the German parliament) in July 
2022, with certain conditions, and subsequently passed by the federal government (Bundesanzeiger, 
2022). The federal states now have until November 30, 2022 to adapt the red areas accordingly. 
Furthermore, it is regulated that a uniform measuring network will be established in the federal states 
by 2028. According to statements by the Federal Ministry of Agriculture, this new version of the 
administrative regulation will, according to the European Commission, remedy the infringement of the 
Nitrates Directive and no legal action will be initiated to assess penalties (BMEL 2022a). 
 
The most important innovations of the 2017 and 2020 amendments to German fertilizer law are: 

− Stricter requirements for the amount as well as the manner and location of the application of 
fertilizers (including the obligation to incorporate fertilizers within 4 hours, watercourse 
margins, restricted periods for farm manure) in the DüV; 

− Obligation of the federal states to designate areas particularly polluted with nitrates (red 
areas)10, where fertilization is further restricted in accordance with § 13a DüV; and 

− Introduction of farm gate balancing for all nutrient quantities of nitrogen and phosphorus 
added to and removed from the farm, including lump-sum inclusion of emissions of nitrous 
oxide and ammonia into the atmosphere in accordance with § 11a DüngG and StoffBilV. 

 
Despite all the improvements, the current fertilizer legislation still has a number of deficits from a 
scientific and ecological point of view (cf. Möckel/Wolf 2020, Taube 2021). The extent to which the 
amended fertilizer legislation significantly reduces nitrogen surpluses in the environment is difficult to 
assess, since a large number of exemption options have been included on a case-by-case basis, and 
violations of the upper limits of the StoffBilV only result in an obligation to participate in fertilizer 
consultations. 
 
However, one of the greatest, unrepaired deficits of the German fertilizer law is the insufficient 
consideration of both the geological, topographical or climatic site differences and the respective 
conservation states & vulnerabilities of the ecosystems, biotopes and species concerned. Although, 
according to § 3(3) DüngG, since 2017 fertilizers may "only be applied in such a way that the application 
does not harm the health of humans and animals and does not endanger the natural balance." 
However, this only applies in accordance with the DüV, which in this respect only differentiates 
between highly humic and less humic soils (§ 4(1) No. 4 DüV in conjunction with Table 6 in Annex 4), 
prescribes greater distances from water bodies in the case of slopes exceeding 10% due to § 5(3) DüV 
and only standardizes higher requirements for particularly polluted water bodies and groundwater 
bodies (§ 13a DüV). In view of the more than 799 different landscapes in Germany, 72 soil types and 
690 biotope types (cf. BGR 2007, BfN 2016), as well as the endangerment of three quarters of the local 
biotopes, the regulations of the DüV fall far short of reality and the necessary ecological differentiation. 
 
Furthermore, the amendments and also the political discussions with their focus on the Nitrates 
Directive and waters as a whole fall short, as they do not comprehensively take into account the far-
reaching ecological effects of nutrient surpluses and Germany's protection obligations in this respect. 
Of particular importance are climate impacts and excessive nutrient inputs to terrestrial ecosystems, 

 
10 For Lower Saxony see GIS-Viewer (LEA-portal) 
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which alter species compositions and threaten the achievement of international, European, and 
national nature conservation goals (including objectives of the Convention on Biological Diversity, the 
European Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC, and the German government's National Strategy on Biological 
Diversity). Overall, a much greater reduction in nutrient surpluses is needed than has been the case to 
date. This applies both in terms of total quantities and in terms of specific inputs into local ecosystems. 
The already complex fertilizer regulation cannot do enough justice to these two tasks on its own, which 
is why supplementary instruments are needed. Levies on nutrient surpluses or taxes on commercial 
fertilizers and off-farm feedstuffs are suitable means of efficiently reducing total quantities and 
internalizing external costs. Comprehensive ecological farm advisory services as well as regional or 
municipal legislation on fertilizer would help to better take into account the ecological differences 
between locations. 
 
3.3.2 Stricter federal regulation of pesticide use for greater insect and species protection 
Triggered by a scientific paper on the quantitative loss of insects in German protected areas (Hallmann 
et al. 2017), an intensive public debate on insect mortality began in Germany in 2017.11  However, the 
ongoing loss of wild animal and plant species in agricultural landscapes was neither new nor unknown 
(cf. Bundesregierung 2007b, Wesche et al. 2012, Meyer et al. 2013, Krause et al. 2014, Wesche et al. 
2014). 
 
Pesticide use in agriculture became a focus of attention (BfN 2018, Schäffer et al. 2018, 
Bundesregierung 2019a, Sorg et al. 2019, Swarowsky et al. 2019, Buijs/Mantingh 2020), although the 
clearing of agricultural landscapes, habitat changes due to overfertilization, and the abandonment of 
permanent grassland and grazing also played their part in insect declines. Until 2021, it was allowed to 
use a large number of pesticides in Germany, even in protected areas (Buijs/Mantingh 2020, 
Mühlenberg et al. 2021). Furthermore, the many very small protected areas in Germany are also 
heavily polluted by inputs from outside (BVL 2020, Hofmann et al. 2020). 
 
The purpose of pesticides is to keep unwanted plants, fungi or insects away from agricultural and 
forestry cultures or to destroy them. Only in rare exceptional cases are the chemical agents so effective 
that no non-target organisms are affected. As with pharmaceuticals, pesticide use is therefore 
associated with undesirable ecological side effects. Despite all efforts, the current European 
authorization legislation under the Regulation (EC) No. 1107/2009 neither fully identifies nor excludes 
the negative effects of active substances (pesticides) and plant protection products (preparations 
sometimes containing several active substances) on the environment and human health.  
 
The artificial test systems for authorization cannot adequately represent the long-term and cumulative 
effects of pesticides because, first, they are not testing ecosystems with a wide variety of animal and 
plant species, their interactions, and other stressors (e.g., other pollutants, food and water shortages, 
heat/frost), but only a few laboratory-tested organism species (Bereswill et al. 2019, Schäfer et al. 
2019, Uhl/Brühl 2019, Belsky/Joshi 2020, ECA 2020, Knillmann et al. 2021). Secondly, the tests are 
limited to the effects of individual active ingredients or compounded preparations, which is why 
neither the cumulative effects of several preparations in the environment nor the interactions with 
added stress factors are investigated and assessed (Chiu et al. 2016, Silva et al. 2019, Brühl et al. 2021, 
Weisner et al. 2021). In Germany, however, more than 30 different active substances per hectare and 
year are applied in agricultural practice for certain cultivations (JKI 2022). At the same time, the overall 
effect of these active substances cumulating in the field on biotopes and species increases 
exponentially rather than linearly (Liess et al. 2016, Liess et al. 2021, Siviter et al. 2021). 
 

 
11 See e.g. Budde, 2022; Wikipedia, n.d. 
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Against this background, the former German government under Angela Merkel had announced 
measures to reduce pesticide use in agriculture and forestry in its insect protection action program 
(Bundesregierung 2019a) and initiated a corresponding legislative process. In 2021, as a result, the 
Federal Nature Conservation Act (BNatSchG) and the Regulation on the Prohibition of the Use of Plant 
Protection Products (Pflanzenschutz-Anwendungsverordnung – PflSchAnwV), which was issued by the 
Federal Ministry of Food and Agriculture (BMEL) on the basis of the Plant Protection Act (PflSchG), 
were amended (Bundesministerium der Justiz & Bundesamts für Justiz, 1992; 2009c; 2012). In the 
nature conservation law, regulations on light pollution and restrictions on the use of biocides in 
protected areas were added, and the group of legally protected biotopes was expanded to include 
species-rich grassland, orchard meadows, stone walls and dry stone walls (Bundesgesetzblatt, 2021). 
 
In the PflSchAnwV, the use of plant protection products containing glyphosate or glyphosate-
trimesium was restricted with the approval of the Länder and completely banned in Germany from 
2024 (§§ 3b, 9 PflSchAnwV), and the use of pesticides in protected areas was restricted as follows 
(Bundesrat, 2021). Furthermore, the new § 4 PflSchAnwV restricts the use of certain pesticides in 
nature reserves, national parks, national monuments of nature, natural monuments and legally 
protected biotopes. This concerns the pesticides listed in Annex 2 and 3 as well as all herbicides and 
all insecticides hazardous to bees and other pollinators. The Federal Council also inserted a priority 
clause for Länder law that goes beyond the requirements of federal law.  
 
With regard to special areas of conservation (SAC) due to Art. 4 Habitat Directive 92/43/EEC, § 4 
PflSchAnwV differentiates in the following way: The above restrictions on pesticides use apply to all 
areas located in one of the above-mentioned types of protected areas. Outside these protected areas, 
all areas used for arable farming or horticulture (including special crops such as viticulture, hops and 
fruit growing) are exempt from the restrictions. Here, the federal government relies on voluntary 
agreements and measures as stipulated in § 4(3) PflSchAnwV. For special protection areas (SPA) due 
to Art. 4 Birds Directive 2009/147/EC – also part of the Natura 2000 network – no restrictions apply, 
unless the areas are also located in one of the mentioned types of protected areas. It is doubtful to 
what extent Germany complies with its obligations under Art. 6(2-4) Habitats Directive, since European 
law requires an impact assessment for all potential impairments of Natura 2000 sites (Mühlenberg et 
al. 2021, Möckel 2022). 
 
Finally, § 4a PflSchAnwV supplements the water law regulations in §§ 38 and 38a of the Federal Water 
Act (WHG) and stipulates that the use of chemical plant protection products is not permitted within a 
distance of 10 m from surface waters or, in the case of permanent planting, within 5 m, although 
exceptions are possible. As in fertilizer law (cf. § 5(4) DüV), the watercourse margins do not apply to 
small bodies of water of minor importance for water management (e.g. drainage ditches) if the Länder 
have excluded these from the scope of the WHG in accordance with § 2(2) WHG. This restriction 
significantly weakens water protection, since a considerable input of pesticides occurs via the small 
water bodies and is transferred to the larger water bodies (Liess et al. 2021). 
 
Overall, the amendment of the PflSchAnwV is of far greater importance for insects and other wild 
animals and plants than the changes in the BNatSchG. The expansion of the group of pesticides not 
permitted in protected areas (previously, only just under 90 of over 260 permitted active substances 
were banned) is a clear step forward for nature conservation. Whether the hoped-for relief effects will 
be realized in practice depends on the extent to which users actually comply with the new 
requirements and bans. Effective control of the bans is hardly possible, as extensive checks of tank 
mixtures or soil samples would have to be carried out. However, this will not take place, as violations 
of the requirements in §§ 3b, 4, 4a and 9 PflSchAnwV according to § 8 PflSchAnwV do not constitute 
an administrative or criminal offense and can therefore not be punished by the authorities. It would 
be much easier to enforce a complete ban on the use of pesticides in and near protected areas, with 
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the possibility of exemptions by the authorities in individual cases (Mühlenberg et al., 2021). With 
regard to the small-scale legally protected biotopes scattered throughout the German landscape, 
however, monitoring by the authorities would be feasible at best by means of spot checks. 
 
3.4 Natura 2000 and agriculture 
Despite the unfavorable conservation status of about two-thirds of the German Habitats Directive 
habitat types and species (Balzer et al. 2008, Ellwanger et al. 2014, BMU/BFN 2020), the resulting 
obligation for improvement, and the likewise well-known conflict situation with regard to agriculture, 
the Federal Nature Conservation Act (BNatSchG) does not standardize any special requirements for 
agricultural land use in or near Natura 2000 sites (Bundesministerium der Justiz & Bundesamts für 
Justiz, 2009c). The latest amendments to the BNatSchG have also omitted the problem. According to 
the Commission's assessment in two pending infringement proceedings against Germany concerning 
the Habitats Directive 92/43/EEC (HD), the site-specific regulations in the legal acts for the designation 
and protection of Natura 200 sites are also either inadequate for protection or do not exist at all due 
to the lack of designation of the sites (EU-Kommission 2020b, EU-Kommission 2020a).  A study 
commissioned by the Federal Environment Agency on the legal regulation of pesticide use in Natura 
2000 sites confirms the deficient situation (Mühlenberg et al. 2021).  
 
Since 1992, German governments have attempted to exempt agriculture and forestry as far as possible 
from the HD requirements. Until 2007, the BNatSchG had restricted the appropriate assessment to 
projects requiring approval and in this respect exempted agricultural and forestry land uses. The 
European Court of Justice (ECJ) ruled in early 2006 that this was a violation of Article 6(3) HD 12. After 
renewed reminders from the European Commission, a legal project definition was completely 
abandoned, whereby the government included in the explanatory memoranda to the 2007 and 2009 
amendments of the BNatSchG the reference that agricultural, forestry and fishery land use in 
accordance with the requirements of good professional practice is generally not a project subject to 
assessment within the meaning of Art. 6 HD13.  In practice, therefore, impact assessments of 
agricultural land uses are very rare. 
 
The prevailing literature on nature conservation law rejected such an exempting presumption in favor 
of agricultural land use from the outset in view of its significant impacts and the impact-related 
European project concept (cf. Schlacke 2017, § 34 margin no. 41 et sqq.). Nevertheless, in 2012, the 
Federal Administrative Court (BVerwG) followed the explanatory memorandum of the law in a decision 
and ruled that if good professional practice is observed in accordance with the regulatory presumption 
for the impact regulation in §14 (2) BNatSchG, there is no project within the meaning of Article 6 HD14. 
 
In the meantime, the ECJ has confirmed the literature view and clarified in its ruling of 7.11.2018 that 
agricultural land uses such as fertilization and grazing are projects that require an appropriate 
assessment if significant negative effects on Natura 2000 sites cannot be excluded with the necessary 
certainty according to the current state of scientific knowledge (cf. Möckel 202215). Only recurring 
agricultural land uses that were permitted under national law prior to the Directive's entry into force 
(1992) and continue to be classified as one and the same project do not require an impact 
assessment16. However, this is only the case if the farming „constitutes a single operation characterized 
by a common purpose, continuity and, inter alia, the location and the conditions in which it is carried 
out being the same“. Changes in the way of fertilization and plant protection (e.g. use of new agents) 
therefore constitute new projects.  

 
12 ECJ, Judg. of 10.1.2006 – C-98/03, margin numbers 39–45. 
13 European Commission, 27.6.2007, COM (2007) 2828. 
14 BVerwG, Judg. of 6.11.2012 – 9 A 17.11, margin no. 89 
15 ECJ, Judg. of 7.11.2018 – C-293/17 and C-294/17, margin no. 59-73 
16 ECJ, Judg. of 7.11.2018 – C-293/17 and C-294/17, margin no. 86. 
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New agricultural management measures require an official approval decision with an appropriate 
assessment, unless significant negative impacts can already be excluded with certainty in the screening 
process. In this context, the ECJ explicitly points out that in the case of unfavorable conservation 
statuses, the possibilities for approving activities that may affect the ecological situation of the areas 
concerned are necessarily limited.17 In the case of a uniform management measure, this is not 
necessary, but the prohibition of deterioration of Art. 6(2) HD (implemented by § 33 BNatSchG) 
applies, which requires an equally high level of protection as Art. 6(3) HD18.  
 
Furthermore, the ECJ has clarified that material inputs can also constitute projects under Art. 6 (3) HD 
and that strict requirements under European law apply to exempting irrelevance thresholds for 
(nitrogen) material inputs. This is also of greater relevance for Germany, as the authorities have 
established so-called de minimis or irrelevance thresholds for land loss and nitrogen inputs (cf. 
Lambrecht/Trautner 2007, Balla et al. 2013, Wulfert et al. 2015) which have been recognized by the 
BVerwG with reference to the principle of proportionality.19 According to the BVerwG, both a project-
related cut-off criterion of 0.3 kg N per hectare and year and a general de minimis threshold of 3% of 
a critical load apply to nitrogen inputs into Natura 2000 sites.20 
 
The new Technical Instructions on Air Quality Control (TA Luft), which entered into force in December 
2021, has taken up these de minimis thresholds and incorporated them as an administrative regulation 
in the subordinate legislation to the Federal Immission Control Act (Bundesministerium der Justiz & 
Bundesamt für Justiz, 1974; Bundesministerium für Umwelt, Naturschutz und nukleare Sicherheit, 
2021). TA Luft is the central guideline for reducing emissions and immissions of air pollutants from 
installations requiring a permit and defines the state of the art for more than 50,000 installations in 
Germany. It is not only relevant for new plants, but also specifies the dynamic requirements for old 
plants, which must generally be brought up to the state of the art and thus to the emission level of 
new plants within transitional periods (cf. §§ 5, 17, 21-25 BImSchG). The new TA Luft also implements 
the BAT conclusions of the European Commission. 
 
Section 4 of the TA Luft contains extensive requirements for protection against harmful effects on the 
environment (relates to immissions) and Section 5 for precautionary measures against harmful effects 
on the environment (relates to emissions). In addition to requirements for the protection of human 
health, it also specifies standards for the protection of ecosystems and wild animals and plants. Annex 
8 contains provisions for dealing with discharges of reactive nitrogen into sites of Community 
importance; Annex 9 provides requirements with regard to discharges of nitrogen in order to protect 
against significant disadvantages caused by damage to sensitive plants and ecosystems; and Annexes 
10-12 contain specifications for reducing ammonia and particulate matter emissions from large-scale 
livestock farms. The new annexes supplement the requirements for protection against ammonia from 
livestock facilities, which have already been specified in Annex 1 for special tests pursuant to No. 4.8 
of TA Luft, and the requirements for dispersion determination contained in Annexes 2 and 3. 
 
In Annex 8, a project-related cut-off criterion of 0.3 kg nitrogen per hectare and year for additional 
pollution has now been included and supplemented by a cut-off threshold for sulfur deposition of 0.04 
keq acid equivalents per hectare and year. Below these thresholds, no appropriate assessment is 

 
17 ECJ, Judg. of 7.11.2018 – C-293/17 and C-294/17, margin no. 103. 
18 ECJ, Judg. of 7.11.2018 – C-293/17 and C-294/17, margin no. 52 
19 BVerwG, Judg. of. 23.4.2014 – 9 A 25.12, marginal no. 45 with further BVerwG Judgment reference 
20 BVerwG, Judg. of 8.1.2014 – 9 A 4.13, marginal no. 69; Judg. of 23.4.2014 – 9 A 25.12, keynote 1 and marginal 

no. 45 et seq. with further references; Judg. of 6.11.2012 – 9 A 17.11, keynote 3 and marginal no. 62; Judg. of 

29.9.2011 – 7 C 21.09, marginal no. 42. 
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required. Despite the inclusion in the TA Luft, considerable doubts remain as to whether these general 
de minimis thresholds for sites of Community importance and, according to the case law of the 
BVerwG, also for all special protection areas in the Natura 2000 network, can be reconciled with the 
strict requirements laid down by the ECJ in relation to Article 6 (3) HD (Möckel, 2017a; Möckel, 2017c; 
Möckel 2019, Tegner Anker et al., 2019). On the one hand, Germany-wide de minimis thresholds do 
not take into account the respective conservation situations and vulnerabilities in an affected Natura 
2000 site. On the other hand, cumulative impairments are not taken into account, contrary to Art. 6 
(3) HD, and in the long term there is a risk of creeping deterioration due to accumulative impairments 
below de minimis thresholds.21 
 
As a result, the ECJ's ruling of 7.11.2018 has far-reaching legal and practical implications for Germany 
(Möckel 2021). Practical, because a large number of agricultural land uses and management measures 
in or near Natura 2000 sites now require an official preliminary assessment and, if necessary, a full 
appropriate assessment and approval according to § 34 (1) and (2) BNatSchG (implementing Article 6 
(3) HD), because agricultural land use has changed considerably in technical, methodological and legal 
terms since 1992 and, above all, has also intensified, as shown by the increased yields since then (cf. 
BMEL 2018, BMEL 2019). Agricultural intensification is regularly accompanied by a deterioration of the 
conservation status of affected biotopes and wild species (cf. Beckmann et al. 2019). Therefore, 
declarations of protected areas for Natura 2000 sites must not legally exempt good agricultural land 
use in general, since such general exemption clauses violate Article 6 (3) HD, as the European Court of 
Justice has repeatedly ruled against Germany (Möckel, 2022). 
 
3.5 Livestock welfare 
In the meantime, there is a broad social consensus in Germany that a restructuring of livestock farming 
is necessary in order to do more for the welfare of farm animals and to reduce the resulting emissions 
and amounts of fertilizer (ZKL 2021). In 2015, the Scientific Advisory Board of the Federal Ministry of 
Agriculture had elaborated the need for change and potential options for action in a comprehensive 
statement (WBA-BMEL 2015). Based on this, the Federal Ministry of Agriculture published a livestock 
strategy in 2017 (BMEL 2017). Under Angela Merkel's German government, a competence network for 
livestock farming was set up under the leadership of former German Agriculture Minister Jochen 
Borchert to explore an implementation strategy. In 2020 and 2022, the competence network 
presented recommendations (Kompetenznetzwerk-Nutztierhaltung 2020, Kompetenznetzwerk-
Nutztierhaltung 2022). 2020 a study commissioned by Greenpeace Germany on tax options to promote 
and finance livestock welfare was also published (Beermann et al. 2020). Both the Federal Ministry of 
Agriculture and the Federal Ministry of the Environment have commissioned expert reports on the 
implementation and feasibility of the recommendations of the competence network, which were 
submitted in 2021 (Deblitz et al. 2021, Karpenstein et al. 2021, Sorg et al. 2021). 
 
The new federal government under Olaf Scholz intends to continue the efforts for more livestock 
welfare and has stipulated in the coalition agreement that livestock farming in Germany should be 
restructured in a manner appropriate to the species and be financed by market participants by means 
of a tax or levy (SPD et al. 2021, p. 43 et seq). 
 
The development of livestock should be oriented to the area and brought into line with the goals of 
climate, water and emission protection (ammonia/methane) in order to achieve climate-neutral 
livestock farming in the medium term. Based on an animal health strategy, the use of antibiotics on 
farms should be recorded and reduced. An additional one billion euros has been earmarked for the 
restructuring of animal husbandry in the federal financial planning up to 2026 (BMEL 3.6.2022). In 

 
21 Even the BVerwG sees the latter (cf. BVerwG, decision of 5.9.2012 – 7 B 24.12, marginal no. 12). 
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order to achieve its goals, the federal government intends to adapt legislation on livestock housing 
systems, farm animal husbandry and livestock welfare, in addition to state subsidies.  
 
Realizing the political demands would have positive effects on the environment and nature, and would 
lead to an overall reduction in the high livestock population in Germany. In addition to lower ammonia 
and nitrous oxide emissions, the effects would also include lower quantities of farm manure to be 
spread and - also due to improved housing conditions - a reduced input of veterinary medicines into 
the environment. 
 
3.6 The „Niedersächsische Weg“ for more nature conservation and environmental protection in 
Lower Saxony agriculture 
Under the governing coalition of SPD and CDU, the ground was prepared in Lower Saxony for an 
agreement for more nature conservation and environmental protection in agriculture between the 
state government, agriculture and environmental and nature conservation associations. The 
agreement reached with the associations in 2020 about the the Lower Saxony Way ("Der 
Niedersächsische Weg" Niedersachsen 2020b), includes objectives and a package of measures for 
more nature, species and water protection in Lower Saxony, as well as the provision of public money 
for an economic development fund for the ecological sector in the amount of 120 million euros in the 
2021 household budget and a further 350 million euros for species protection in the years 2021 to 
2023. Among other things, this is intended to compensate for yield losses and costs incurred by land 
users, expand agro-ecological consulting and achieve better management of Natura 2000 sites. The 
following objectives were agreed (selection): 

− Promotion of organic farming to achieve a share of 10 percent in Lower Saxony by 2025 and 
15 percent by 2030; 

− expansion of the biotope network to 15 percent of the state's area or 10 percent of the open 
area, among others, with the help of contractual nature conservation; 

− prohibition of grassland conversion under state law; 

− widening of riparian strips under water law to 3 to 10 m without fertilization and use of 
pesticides compared to federal law; 

− an insect diversity action program by the federal government (see see Niedersachsen 2020a) 
and a pesticide reduction program22 with concrete and binding reduction targets until mid-
2021; and 

− more climate-friendly management, especially for moorland and grassland sites. 
 
The agreement is underpinned by a comprehensive package of measures (see Niedersachsen 2022a, 
Niedersachsen 2022b) and flanked by the Lower Saxony parliament with amendments to various state 
laws (Niedersächsiches Gesetz- und Verordnungsblatt, 2020). Among other things, some of the agreed 
objectives as well as protection and management requirements have been enshrined in state nature 
conservation law (see newly inserted §§ 1a, 2a, 2b, 5, 13a and 25a in the Lower Saxony Implementation 
Act to the Federal Nature Conservation Act „Niedersächsischen Ausführungsgesetz zum 
Bundesnaturschutzgesetz - NAGBNatSchG“). In Lower Saxony, it is now prohibited to turn over 
grassland or grassland-like fallow land on slopes at high risk of erosion, on land in floodplains as defined 
in § 76 (2) and (3) of the Federal Water Act, on sites with high groundwater levels, and on moorland 
sites (§ 2a NAGBNatSchG). Furthermore, the use of total herbicides was prohibited in nature 
conservation areas, and pesticide use on permanent grassland was generally prohibited here and in 
Natura 2000 sites designated as landscape conservation areas ( § 25a NAGBNatSchG). The broader 
riparian strips, in which the use of fertilizers and pesticides is generally prohibited, were anchored in 
the Land Water Act ( § 58 para. 1 Lower Saxony Water Act). Reports on the implementation of the 
Lower Saxony Way are published annually (Niedersachsen, n.d.a). 

 
22 Still pending see Niedersachsen, n.d.d. 
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In parallel to the agreement "Niedersächsicher Weg", the Lower Saxony Ministry of Agriculture 2021 
has presented a state strategy for arable farming and grassland (Niedersachsen 2021).  Furthermore, 
the Ministry of Agriculture 2021 has launched a dialog process for the development of a social contract 
"Agriculture.Food.Future - What's on the table tomorrow?“ (Niedersachsen, n.d.b.). 
 

4. Governance structure and finance of current and 
future policies at the federal level and in Lower 
Saxony 
In Germany as a federal state, both the legislative competences and the administration are divided 
between the Federation and the Länder. According to Art. 72, 74 of the Basic Law (GG), the legislative 
competence in the areas of agricultural land use, animal husbandry, regional planning as well as 
nature, water, soil, animal and immission protection is divided in such a way that the Länder may only 
legislate if the Federation has not issued any regulations or has issued incomplete regulations or if the 
Federation has authorized the Länder to issue more far-reaching regulations by simple law. In addition, 
the Länder are involved in the legislative process for federal laws via the Bundesrat (Article 77 GG).  
 
In the course of the federalism reform of 2006, however, Article 72 (3) GG stipulates that the Länder 
may deviate from existing federal law in the areas of hunting, nature conservation and landscape 
management, land distribution, regional planning, water management and higher education. 
Particularly in the areas of nature and water conservation, the 16 Länder therefore have a number of 
Länder regulations, some of which impose stricter requirements on agriculture, and some of which 
weaken federal law. Stricter requirements exist, among others, in the nature conservation laws and 
state cultural laws of Baden-Württemberg, Bavaria, Lower Saxony, North Rhine-Westphalia and 
Mecklenburg-Western Pomerania with regard to the use of pesticides in protected areas and the 
conversion of (permanent) grassland. 
 
According to Art. 105 (2) and (2a), 106 GG, tax legislation competences are also divided between the 
Federation and the Länder as concurrent competences, so that both the Federation and the Länder 
could introduce taxes on traded fertilizers or plant protection products, for example (cf. Möckel et al. 
2021b).  However, only the Federation can introduce higher rates for e.g. animal foodstuffs within the 
framework of the VAT (Beermann et al. 2020, Karpenstein et al. 2021). In the case of non-tax levies 
(e.g. a special levy on nitrogen surpluses, cf. Möckel 2017b) and all subsidies, legislative competence 
is based on Articles 72, 74 GG. 
 
Pursuant to Article 83 GG, the implementation of federal laws, including the provision and financing 
of the necessary administration, is a responsibility of the Länder, unless Articles 87 to 91e GG provide 
otherwise. However, pursuant to Article 84 GG, the Federation supervises the legality of the 
implementation of federal laws under Land law and may also issue general administrative regulations 
to ensure uniform implementation in all Länder. In the case of federal regulations in the areas of 
agricultural land use, animal husbandry, structural facilities, and nature, water, soil, animal and 
immission protection, the Länder are responsible for implementation, whereby they have divided the 
responsibility between Land authorities (ministries as upper and Land administration or regional 
councils as middle authorities) and the municipalities as lower authorities. In general, the municipal 
authorities are responsible for monitoring compliance with environmental protection regulations as 
well as for approving, for example, construction facilities or exceptions to protected areas. 
 
In addition, there are special administrative structures (particularly established in the old federal 
states) with regard to agriculture and forestry, which are co-financed by landowners or agricultural 
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and forestry enterprises. Through administrative bodies, landowners or land users have co-decision-
making powers in these institutions, which by law are supposed to perform public tasks as well as 
promote agricultural, forestry and fishery interests.  
 
In Lower Saxony, the Chambers of Agriculture are responsible for advising and promoting agriculture 
on the one hand, and on the other hand they have the sovereign task of ensuring compliance with 
legal requirements (e.g. direct payments as well as fertilizer and plant protection legislation). The 
water and soil associations have a similar dual function due to the Federal Act on Water and Soil 
Associations (Bundesministeriums des Justiz, Bundesministerium für Justiz, 1991). Among other things, 
they are responsible for the construction, maintenance and renaturation of water bodies, drainage 
ditches and drainages in the association's area and have to perform a balancing act between public 
interests and objectives (cf. Art. 4 of the Water Framework Directive 200/60/EC) and the interests of 
the land owners and users. Shared power also exists in land consolidation procedures according to the 
Federal Land Consolidation Act (Flurbereinigungsgesetz), which should serve both public and private 
interests (Bundesministerium der Justiz & Bundesamt für Justiz, 1953). The dual function as a public 
authority and private-sector advocacy was beneficial when public objectives were still largely 
congruent with private interests. In the meantime, however, public environmental concerns and the 
related protection tasks have come into conflict with the interests of landowners and land users, so 
that the dual function and the co-decision-making powers hinder rather than promote the 
enforcement of environmental law. 
 
Due to the administrative responsibility of the Länder in the field of agriculture and nature, the Länder 
also bear the financial burden of the administrative structures required for this. The implementation 
of agri-environmental measures under the second CAP pillar and their co-financing are also the 
responsibility of the Länder. However, the federal government assumes part of the financial burden 
within the framework of the Joint Task for Agricultural Structure and Coastal Protection 
(Gemeinschaftsaufgabe Agrarstruktur und Küstenschutz – GAK) (BMEL, 2022h; Deutscher Bundestag, 
2023). The joint task is constitutionally provided for in Art. 91a (1) No. 1 GG, since this is the only way 
in which the Federation may participate financially in the administration of the Länder directly and in 
a task-specific manner. Otherwise, the Länder budgets, like the federal budget, are financially 
endowed by the tax revenue distributed in accordance with Art. 106 to 107 GG.  The financial resources 
made available by the Federation under the GAK are subject to certain specifications and conditions in 
accordance with the GAK framework plans drawn up each year (BMEL 2022h). Additional funding was 
provided by the federal government for "measures for insect protection in the agricultural landscape" 
via a special framework plan (Bundestministerium für Ernährung und Landwirtschaft, 2023). However, 
the exact amount of federal co-financing depends on the extent to which the Länder apply for and 
receive funding in accordance with the eligibility conditions and rates in the framework plan. Estimates 
for future federal and state co-financing of the second CAP pillar have been established as part of the 
CAP strategic plan (see Figure B.8 and Figure B.9 in 3.2). 
 
In Lower Saxony, both the Ministry of Food, Agriculture and Consumer Protection (ML) and the 
Ministry of Environment, Energy, Construction and Climate Protection (MU) and the respective 
assigned middle and lower authorities as well as complementary institutions are responsible for the 
relationship between agriculture and nature.23 The medium-term planning for Lower Saxony 2022 - 
2026 („Mittelfristige Planung Niedersachsen 2022 - 2026“) of the Lower Saxony Government provides 
information on the allocation of financial resources in the coming years (Niedersachsen, n.d.c).  For 
information on the financial resources of the " Niedersachsen Way," see Section 3.6. 
 

 
23 See the organizational chart on the structure of the Lower Saxony administration at 
https://www.mi.niedersachsen.de/download/178894/Aufbau_der_Landesverwaltung_einschl._mittelbarer_Ve
rwaltung_Stand_Januar_2022.pdf. 
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5. Discussion and conclusion 
The existing international, European and constitutional objectives for good ecological conditions, 
lower emissions and the preservation of natural resources and the resulting obligations have been 
calling for an ecologically sustainable agricultural policy and correspondingly targeted and effective 
agri-environmental legislation for many years and decades (cf. Möckel et al. 2022). Germany's political 
and legal implementation and enforcement deficits in the protection of natural resources and public 
health have been repeatedly identified by the European Commission and the European Court of Justice 
in various infringement proceedings.24 
 
However, the unsatisfactory conditions and trends in wildlife species, ecosystems, soils and waters in 
German agricultural landscapes that have been in place for decades, as well as the necessary major 
reduction of greenhouse gas emissions in agriculture, cannot be improved with a few fine-tuned 
legislative adjustments. The same applies to the achievement of legal conditions in conformity with 
European environmental law. What is needed is a fundamental reorientation of the legal management 
of agriculture. For this purpose, the total inputs of nutrients, pesticides, greenhouse gases and other 
substances into the environment must be reduced in order to relieve the atmosphere, water bodies 
and oceans in particular. On the other hand, local protected goods must also be adequately protected 
from negative impacts in order to achieve the legally required maintenance or restoration of good 
conservation status for habitats, species and water bodies.   
 
Both tasks require a mix of instruments which, in addition to regulatory requirements and state-aid 
conditions, also include externally binding plans for site-specific regulations to protect local 
environmental assets, as well as economically effective taxes and levies to reduce the overall burden 
and internalize external costs (see Figure B.11B.11). In this context, it should be noted that agricultural 
subsidies with environmental protection conditions are less effective and efficient compared to 
regulatory and planning regulations due to the higher costs and the voluntarity of payments with 
environmental conditions compared to the better enforcement instruments for generally binding 
regulatory requirements (Möckel in Pe’er et al. 2017, p. 154; Möckel 2016).. They should therefore be 
used at most as supplementary project-related investment aid and to reward non-compulsory public 
environmental services (e.g. for low-emission equipment, for contractual nature conservation 
measures). The European cross-compliance and greening provisions for direct payments should and 
can also be anchored by the member states as generally binding under regulatory law (Möckel 2016).  
 

 
24 Cf. pending infringement proceedings on the WFD, Nitrates Directive and Habitats Directive and the 
numerous convictions of Germany for inadequate implementation of the Birds Directive ECJ, Judg. of 28.2.1991 
- C-57/89, Judg. of 3.7.1990 - 288/88; Judg. of 17.9.1987 - 412/85; of the FFH Directive ECJ, Judg. of 10.1.2006 - 
C-98/03; Judg. of 11.9.2001 - C-71/99; Judg. of C-83/97 - 11.12.1997 and the Nitrates Directive ECJ, Judg. of 
21.6.2018 - C-543/16; Judg. of 14.3.2002 - C-161/00. 
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Figure B.11: Requirements for the governmental mix of instruments in agriculture and nature 

 
Source: Own presentation. 
 

Overall, there is now consensus in Germany among agriculture, industry, academia, authorities and 
environmental groups that agriculture needs to become more ecologically sustainable and that this 
requires more far-reaching structural and governance changes that in the past (cf. e.g. DLG 2016, BCG 
2019, Heißenhuber et al. 2019, BMEL 2021a, ZKL 2021, IndustrieverbandAgrar 2022). However, 
opinions differ among the various parties, associations, institutions, organizations, as well as actors, 
politicians, and scientists about the paths to be taken, the state’s method of governance, and the 
extent of the reform. In my opinion, the fofollowing aspects are of particular importance for an 
ecologically sustainable and legally compliant national agricultural policy: 

− Introduction of taxes or levies on mineral fertilizers, including off-farm feed, or on nutrient 
surpluses, as well as risk-based taxes on pesticides (cf. Möckel et al. 2021a) and possibly also 
on greenhouse gas emissions (if not included in European emissions trading) to reduce the 
overall input of these substances into the environment, to internalize externalized 
environmental costs at least on a flat-rate basis, and to finance public measures to maintain 
or restore good and chemical conditions in water bodies and ecosystems. 

− Spatially differentiated regulatory and planning provisions for agricultural land use, which take 
into account the natural site conditions as well as the conservation status and vulnerabilities 
of the ecosystems concerned and thus enable effective protection of local ecosystems. 

− Alignment of regulatory, planning and subsidy minimum standards for agricultural land use to 
environmentally advanced techniques and management practices (similar to Best Available 
Technique requirements for industrial and large livestock facilities under IPPC Directive 
2010/75/EU) (cf. Möckel 2015). 

− Ensuring under nature conservation law that agricultural land uses in or near Natura 2000 sites 
are always subject to notification requirements and to preliminary official assessments to 
determine whether the land use in question has changed since 1992 and, if so, whether this 
could have a significant adverse effect on the site concerned (Möckel 2022). In order to achieve 
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good ecological conservation status, federal or state extensification programs for agricultural 
land uses in or near Natura 2000 sites are still needed. 

− Prohibition of conversion and obligation to restore permanent grassland that existed in 2000 
or earlier, as well as for grassland on slopes at risk of erosion, in floodplains, on sites with high 
groundwater levels, and on peatland.25 

− Lump-sum compensation obligation for unavoidable interventions in nature and landscape by 
agriculture (e.g. in the form of a certain proportion of ecological priority areas or production-
integrated measures) as an alternative to impact assessments in each individual case or the 
previous lat-rate exemption of agricultural land use (Möckel 2018b).  

− Free, but obligatory ecological official consultation for all agricultural enterprises as well as the 
standardization of periodic further training obligations. 

 

 
25 Cf. e.g. the Länder regulations in Lower Saxony (§ 2a NAGBNatSchG) and Baden-Württemberg (§§ 27a, 4 (5), 
25 (2), 25a (3-4) Landwirtschafts- und Landeskulturgesetz). 
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1 Introduction 
1.1 Persistent tension between agriculture and nature within a peri-urban Flanders 
Flanders is a small (13,522 km²) but densely populated (488 inhabitants per km²) region in Belgium 
(Statbel, 2021). Tucked in between the most affluent and economically productive regions in Europe, 
Flanders is a centerpiece of the European market economy. Key highway interchanges connect this 
region, enveloping the administrative capital of Europe, with the rest of the world. Not in the least 
through the second largest European port. Given its strategic location, Flanders has proven, even after 
its deindustrialization in the 1970s, to be a fertile place for the development of a diverse network of 
homegrown, small- and medium-sized enterprises. Some of which are connected with larger 
multinational corporations focused on innovative knowledge-intensive activities often in connection 
with universities and government initiatives (Oosterlynck, 2011). In such a post-industrial setting, it is 
easily overlooked that 46 percent of the Flemish land area is still being used for agricultural and 
horticultural activities (Statbel, 2019b). For comparison, 26% of Flanders is under some sort of juridical 
protection as a nature area, although only 7.1% is under effective nature management (Vriens et al., 
2021). In the last two centuries, agriculture in Flanders has been shaped largely by neighboring 
industrial activities. These industries created very specific economic opportunities for farmers to 
produce specialized agricultural goods granting them access to export markets. This allowed the 
import of cheap agricultural inputs from abroad as well as access to industrial by-products. The 
competition for land between industry, commerce and housing has also further steered agricultural 
development in Flanders toward production systems with high land productivity. Land scarcity has led 
farmers to increase economic efficiency by specializing in the most valuable commodities and 
intensifying land use by increasing stocking rates, fertilizer dosages and buying off-farm produced 
feedstuffs (Zanden, 1991). The agricultural sector also benefited from public and private investments 
in the technological development and training of farmers, further encouraged by income support from 
the 1960’s Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). As a result, Flanders has become one of the most 
productive agricultural regions in the world. The combined Flemish agricultural and horticultural 
sectors realized a production value of 8.24 billion euros in 2016, or about €13,486 per hectare per year. 
This is accomplished by only a very small segment of the working population with 39,315 full-time jobs 
at 23,981 agricultural businesses as of 2016, and another 106 000 people employed in companies 
organizing up-stream and down-stream activities in the agri-food sector, generating a total of 61.7 
billion euros revenue in 2016 (Platteau et al., 2018).  
 
While these numbers speak to the enormous productive successes of the Flemish agri-food sector, it 
is also commonly acknowledged that these have come at significant environmental costs. The intensive 
application of fertilizers and the high concentration of livestock production activities are major causes 
for the acidification and eutrophication of rain, ground and surface water. These are threatening 
significant percentages of the terrestrial and aquatic wildlife populations in the region (VMM, 2017). 
Intensive management of grassland has drastically reduced floral and insect biodiversity whereas the 
shift away from mowing grassland for forage toward fodder crops, silage maize in particular, has led 
directly to the loss of grassland biodiversity (Demolder et al., 2014). The reduction in landscape 
diversity and complexity as a result of the disappearance of traditional farming practices has a 
noticeable impact on agrobiodiversity by fragmenting habitats (Peeters, 2014). The widespread use of 
pesticides and selection of high-yielding animal breeds and crop varieties have also led to the reduction 
of genetic diversity in the region. (Peeters, 2014).  
 
While in the last three decades various policies have been designed and implemented at different 
governance levels with the aim of stalling and even curbing back some of these adverse environmental 
developments in the region, multiple local environmental thresholds are exceeded (nitrogen 
deposition, phosphate in surface water and nitrate in surface water and groundwater) (VMM, 2015, 
2019), and it is estimated that in the last 30 years increased use of pesticides and mechanical plowing 
in Belgian agriculture have caused over 60% of bird life to disappear (WWF, 2020). The environmental 
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challenges of Flemish agriculture cannot be separated from global challenges such as climate change, 
resource depletion, and freshwater availability, as they are intimately embedded in global value chains. 
The proportionately high contribution of ruminant livestock production to climate change through 
enteric methane gas formation (Reisinger & Clark, 2018), in particular, has spurred researchers to 
debate different land use strategies to provide a growing population with nutritionally complete diet, 
while still meeting climate targets (Makkar, 2018). As such, contemporary agriculture in the aggregate 
continues to play the paradoxical role of feeding (most of) the population (more or less) adequately 
while degrading the environmental conditions under which further human development is to take 
place (Campbell et al., 2017). The stakes are and continue to remain high, and in Flanders too, visions 
on agricultural and natural development in their interrelatedness are regularly publicly debated.  
 
Flanders is characterized by what seems to be an ever-continuing tension or even deadlock position 
between nature and agriculture. This is not only due to the densely populated area and the presence 
of many land users which characterize Flanders, but also has to do with how actors and policies in both 
fields have interacted with each other. These interactions can be both seen within the political arena, 
on various different but often interconnected policy levels and policy programs, but also in the day-to-
day actions on the field and in local development trajectories where nature and farming actors meet. 
Here, both structural patterns as well as the agency of particular protagonists needs to be taken into 
account. It must however be said that the Flemish neo-corporatist arrangement in which especially the 
agricultural domain is engrained, provides a series of persistent structural elements which determine 
the orientation of the agricultural model (Frouws, 1994; Hendriks and Grin, 2007; Crivits, 2016). We 
shall return to this at length in our comparative analysis.  
 
Due to the vast width of this topic and its varying representations within the historic trajectory of the 
Flemish – and to extension also Belgian - case of nature and agriculture, we cannot but present a partial 
interpretation of this process. In order to gain some insight within the various fields in which the 
relationship between agriculture and farming is re-enacted and re-produced we will focus on three 
contemporary cases where the relationship between agriculture and nature is situated within another 
policy domain (Environmental/Nature Policy – Agricultural Policy – Spatial planning policy). 
 
Although the cases are currently in the forefront of political debate and contestation, they need to be 
understood as the result of larger structural patterns ingrained within the discursive and material 
characteristics of agricultural and nature development.  
 
We first briefly introduce the three cases, then give an outlook on the origin and formative interactions 
of the nature movement and subsequent nature policy with the domain of agriculture and finally 
explore the relationship of agriculture and nature in three different policy arrangements. 
  
1.2 Exploring three cases 
The first case is about the impact of agricultural practice on what has been determined as ‘desirable’ 
or ‘qualitative’ nature, but is also inter-connected with environmental goals and policy. It specifically 
targets intensive (livestock) agriculture and its limits to growth within a natural environment. So here, 
nature is ‘under attack’ and command & control policies are set into motion to protect it from external 
forces, most notably intensive agriculture. On the other hand, however, the desired nature within the 
protected areas ‘under attack’ is often also in synergy with certain types of agriculture, most notably 
since the ‘quality of nature’ has been the result of extensive agricultural practices from the past. The 
Habitats Directive took effect in 1992, but it was not until 2014 that nitrogen deposition became a 
focus for policymakers as a key factor in achieving the directive's objectives. The issue gained further 
attention when a court case brought it to the forefront, leading to strengthened policy measures. 
 
The second case addresses the socio-economic policy of the CAP and thus the desired direction of 
Flemish agriculture. Here we analyze the ongoing process in the development of the CAP strategic 
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plan. Here ‘nature’ is seen either as an unproductive element that needs to be minimized, isolated or 
compensated or as an innovative opportunity to devise more agro-ecological production methods. 
When looking at the history of the CAP we see the introduction of the environment in the 1992 cross-
compliance regulation and later on with agro-environmental and greening measures, and recently the 
addition of the eco-schemes leaving open more possibilities. In the last twenty years, Flanders has 
been relatively slow in taking advantage of the opportunities to resolve some of the tensions between 
agricultural and environmental sectors, as exemplified by the relatively low share of organic agriculture 
farmland, low budgets for agri-environmental measures and limited greening. More recently, 
discourses on agroecology and nature-inclusive agriculture seem to gain some ground. The latest EU 
directives demand from MS to create a strategic plan with higher ambitions about environmental 
quality. Because of these elements, the search for an adequate relationship between agriculture and 
nature also continues in the policy domain of agriculture.  
 
The third case positions both the fields of agriculture and nature within a common policy framework 
in which both become part in a mainly quantitative but to a lesser extent also qualitative negotiation 
between and amongst nature and agriculture as users of open space. Here an external policy field 
mediates both domains, but the attitude and interactions are also largely influenced by what happens 
in other policy domains. The clash between nature and agriculture has become very clear in the field 
of spatial planning and where nature policy has precisely indicated and defined what the ‘quality’ of 
good nature entails and how nature can or cannot co-exist with agriculture, the agricultural field as a 
whole has never been assessed on the basis of differentiating different strategic agricultural areas or 
a larger spatial vision for the sector.  
 
1.3 The role of nature discourses, movement and policy  
When taking stock of the relationship nature-agriculture in Flanders one soon comes to the 
observation that before the emergence and development of a professionalized nature movement 
there were no concrete or impactful restrictions or interaction between ‘a representative of nature’ 
and agricultural policy or practice (Van Der Windt en Bogaert, 2007). Therefore it is interesting and 
relevant to understand the history, discourses and means of the nature movement in Flanders 
(Belgium) because this has to a great extent shaped the patterns of potential and actualized synergies 
and conflicts between ‘nature’ and ‘agriculture’. This wider more general understanding will also be 
important to look beyond the contemporary (perceived) dominance of conflict or (party) political 
stalemates.  
 
For this succinct historical overview, we largely base ourselves on the work of Van de Windt and 
Bogaert (2007).  The nature movement in Flanders only came into existence at the beginning of the 
20th century. Until the end of the 1960s, the nature movement was a loose group of individuals and 
societal groups with a limited number of members focusing on disparate arguments related to nature 
conservation, the aesthetics of landscapes and societal critique. The nature movement developed 
rather slowly in Flanders and in 1970 there were only 5000 members in comparison to 100.000 
members in the Netherlands, the latter that often served as a source of inspiration in times to come.  
 
Important shifts occurred in the seventies with the emergence of the BBL in 1971 (Bond Beter 
Leefmilieu) an umbrella organization, which conjoins nature, and environmental organizations. BBL 
proved to have a significant political impact that lasts until today, and played an important role in 
connecting the nature movement to a more radical discourse of sustainable development. Although 
the first ‘Law on Nature conservation’ dates from 1973, because of a previously un-existing alliance 
between the nature movement and scientists, it took until the 1980s until nature policy became 
institutionalized as a proper policy domain. In 1980, the second state reform of Belgium was 
accompanied with the first ever minister of Nature and Environment on the Flemish Level, and nature 
policy was further institutionalized by the emergence of a State research center, the Research Institute 
Nature and Forest (INBO), in 1985.   
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In terms of discursive shifts we can see the following important anchor points within the nature 
movement:  
 
Figure C1: Timeline nature movement in Flanders 

 
Source: authors’ compilation 
 

− < 1970: A fragmented group of nature organizations, focus on nature education, nature 
conservation, aesthetics of arcadian landscape  

− 1970: Emergence of sustainability discourse , a more activist approach with emergence of BBL 

− 1980s: Nature planning as a science and policy, functionalist discourse (1989) enters in 
addition to nature conservation discourse via Flemish policy 

− 1990s: Discursive clash of different discourses within institutional arrangement related to 
nature movement and political powering processes - conflict in Harbor between nature - 
agriculture and industry, pragmatic use of discourses 

− 2010s: Climate resilient regions discourse  
 
These discursive shifts must be seen as a broad and overall indication of when new discourses emerged 
within the nature movement. We  lack the space to analyze how these discourses were particularly 
enacted within the policy processes that characterize nature-agriculture relationships.  
 
Interesting in terms of policy level interaction, was that both the department of Nature and 
Environment as well as the department of Spatial Planning were organized on the Flemish level while 
the department of Agriculture remained on the federal level until its regionalization in 2001. The fact 
that the agricultural domain remained on the federal level until 2001, partly explains why nature policy 
took its own course in the 1990s and agricultural stakeholders strongly opposed its content (see 
further). Although it is not worth dwelling on in detail, it is thus important to see that the policy domain 
of nature (always intertwined with environment) has been clustered on and off with both agriculture 
and spatial planning in various forms from 1980 until today. This is relevant because the political 
signature of the cabinet has an impact on the policies that influence nature-agriculture relations. For 
example, in the period 2004-2019 both the domain of Nature and Environment as well as Agriculture 
were managed by (often the same) ministers of CD&V, the Christian Democrat party. From 2009 until 
2019, CD&V was also responsible for Nature, Environment and Spatial Planning. In the current 
legislation, CD&V is responsible for Agriculture, while the nationalist, center-right party N-VA has 
provided the cabinet of Nature, Environment and Spatial Planning. The current transition within nature 
and environmental policy can also be partly attributed to this party-political dynamic because the neo-
corporatist arrangement is largely linked to the coherence between CD&V and agricultural policy 
(Crivits, 2016).  
 
Until 1990, there was hardly any interaction between the policy of nature and agriculture, nor between 
the nature movement and farmer organizations who were intrinsically linked to the respective policy 
domains. This changed rapidly with the emergence of the first Flemish policy plan for Nature and 
Environment in 1990 and the shift from a defensive to a more offensive nature movement. In this plan, 
the concept of a Green infrastructure (Groene Hoofdstructuur) was introduced as a policy instrument, 
backed up by a series of maps – scientifically worked out by INBO - that indicated the surface, the 
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density but most importantly the ‘quality’ of nature in Flanders. This new approach introduced a spatial 
planning dimension and immediately entailed implications and an integration of a set of new actors of 
the open space, and not in the least farmers. In the beginning of the 1990s, nature and agriculture 
clashed for the first time in the arena of spatial planning, and the farming organizations reacted 
furiously in the context of regional zoning plans, fearing that the spatial destinations between farming 
or agriculture would be re-drawn or that farming would be restricted when the development of 
qualitative nature extends green spatial areas. Here, a pattern of the polarization between a 
qualitative, region-specific approach and a quantitative sectoral and ‘zoning based’ approach comes 
to the fore, something that we will discuss in more depth in the spatial planning case.  
 
Although in theory nature was re-drawn, in practice there was a large degree of legal uncertainty for 
the policy domains of nature and spatial planning , which led to unclear positions in the field. The 
Green Infrastructure was a Flemish policy program but did not succeed to put its goals into practice, 
and the program was abolished in the mid-nineties when a connection was made between the 
designation of nature zones and the Manure decree and the Manure action plan. Farmers objected 
because they feared that the program would lead to the re-zoning of agricultural land, while in theory 
this ought not to be a problem because the development of valuable nature  seemed to have been 
possible within existing green zones at the time (Kuijken,1994). In 1997, the department of 
Environment and Spatial Development developed the Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders, which set 
quantitative targets for the increases and decreases in surface of the various zoning categories (nature, 
forest, other green & agriculture). These targets were agreed upon in collaboration with nature and 
agricultural organizations. During the late nineties and early years of 2000, several top-down planning 
processes were taken to demarcate and delineate the zones for agriculture and nature. However, 
these planning processes encountered many difficulties, the spatial goals were not reached and the 
processes seemed to cause a lot of resentment among the actors involved (Leinfelder, 2007). Although 
there was a regional spatial plan that indicated the zoning for agricultural use, there was no spatial 
vision on what should happen within these agricultural areas or what its desired development could 
be.  
 
The most important shift with regard to how the relationship between nature and agriculture changed 
within the political domain was due to shifting European legislation. An absolute change in that manner 
was the legal basis provided by the ‘European Habitats Directive’ 92/43/EEC in 1992, and the 
establishment of the Natura 2000 ecological network, with the concrete delineation of a series of 
special protection zones in 2001. It is this concrete area of currently 166.322 hectares (12,3% of total 
Flemish land) which form the basis of a continuous interaction between agricultural practices and 
nature development. The Natura 2000 network formed the basis on which the nature movement and 
policy could be built to enforce and directly or indirectly demand changes from agricultural actors. In 
this regard, the implementation of the European Biodiversity strategy for 2030, in which the Natura 
2000 network in Europe will be enlarged, forms a very concrete impetus for  interactions between 
nature and agriculture actors in the near future (EC 2020, 318). Furthermore, Natuurpunt has played 
a decisive role in the reform of the Nature decree in 2015, in which a larger group of societal actors 
(private owners, municipalities) were for the first time allowed to draw up and get subsidies for nature 
development, while at the same time a more formalized and expert-based nature planning perspective 
was introduced (Schauvliege, 2020)  
 
Today, the largest nature organization in Flanders, called Natuurpunt, has become a relevant actor, 
which is professionally and politically organized and is represented in the whole of Flanders. As a 
member organization, it counts about 133.000 members in 2022 and as a acknowledged nature 
development organization it is a key player in the nature development of various protected nature 
areas and has a very active land acquisition program leading to a current heritage of about 25.000 
hectares of nature reserve and more than 7000 hectares of forest. In addition, Natuurpunt uses 
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litigation to steer environmental policy, as for example demonstrated further in the case on nitrogen 
pollution. 
 
The professionalization of the nature movement as well as the institutionalization of nature policy was 
also characterized by a process of self-reflection in terms of the discourse and strategy taken. We 
further address this in section 1.4.  
 
1.4 Policy Arrangements approach 
The policy arrangements approach (PAA) is particularly apt to investigate how the relationship of 
nature and agriculture plays out in different policy domains, as its main goal is to “link structural social 
and political changes in society to changes in the day-to-day practice of policy processes.” (Leroy and 
Arts, 2006). By analyzing a specific policy domain or program in terms of four analytical dimensions 
(actors, discourse, rules, resources) it becomes possible to understand how a policy stabilizes and 
changes and which mechanisms are at play that might alter the way specific societal fields are set 
against each other.  
 
In our analysis, we will try to make sense of the political process in all three cases, and see to which 
extent they can be determined by a coherent policy arrangement. Potentially this framework can also 
serve as a comparative basis of different policy streams both within one country as across countries. 
More specifically, the four dimensions of the PAA can be described as following (based on Arts et al., 
2006; Liefferink, 2006 and Paredis, 2009; Hajer, 2005):  
 
Actors: This dimension relates to the different actors involved in the policy arrangements, which can 
be related to the cabinet, administration, experts, scientists, business, nature developers, farmers, 
NGO’s, citizens, etc. In addition, actor coalitions can be identified, e.g. referring to the alignment of 
different actors on specific issues, policy measures or discourses.  
 
Resources: This dimension refers to the means, capacity and power related that are operationalized 
by actors within the policy arrangement. Resources can take multiple forms such as money, 
knowledge, access to technology, personnel and authority. How resources are divided amongst actors 
is key in how policies and policy outcomes are shaped.  
 
Rules of the game: This refers to the political model, policy style or political routines that are at play 
within the policy arrangement.  What kind of model of democracy is being operationalized, how are 
affected stakeholders included, what is the role of activism, what kind of political communication is 
used, etc. This dimension is important to understand both the formal as well as informal rules to which 
actors relate within the arrangement.  
 
Discourses: Discourse refers to a coherent set of ideas, values, concepts, epistemic assumptions, and 
assumed ‘natural’ relations that give meaning to social and physical phenomena, and which are 
produced and reproduced through an identifiable set of practices. Discourses can be both seen to play 
a role in legitimizing arguments and decisions with regard to concrete policy issues, or can be seen at 
a larger societal level, which exceeds the specific political process in which they are articulated.  
 
Within this report, we aim to take into account a larger set of discourses than those, which are 
determined within the analysis of the three political cases. We argue that it is important to take a more 
wide discursive perspective than the ideational core that can be inferred from the cases and 
complement our analysis with a deductive approach based on a literature review on existing discourse 
analysis.  
 
To this end, we propose to include three broader (more historically established) sets of discourses, 
which respectively refer to the dominant societal views on nature, agriculture and environmental 
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concerns. Although these more general discourses are not always fully articulated in specific political 
contexts and can often co-exist or switch rapidly in a pragmatic political practice a common 
understanding is relevant, for they indicate the fault lines between various forms of nature and 
agriculture.   
 
First of all, when assessing the three cases – which are all focusing on the vantage point of agriculture 
– it is important to take into account the discourse of the nature movement, for the perspective on 
how nature should be maintained, managed, developed or protected in Flanders has a direct impact 
on the interaction of the nature movement and policy with the agricultural field. Based on Deliège 
(2009) and Van de Windt and Bogaert (2007), we delineate three discourses (arcadian view, 
functionalist view and climate-resilient view) which each play out differently in terms of the impact of 
the policy and practice of agriculture.  
 
Furthermore, it then becomes relevant to align and compare these discourses with those discourses 
that are articulated in relation to agricultural practice as a socio-economic phenomenon. Here, the 
discourses of Neo-liberal trade, Post-productivism/Neo-Mercantilism and Multifunctionality are key to 
be considered for they have determined agricultural policy and practice, most notably in the CAP but 
also in national and regional policies and practices (see e.g. Feindt, 2018; Tilzey and Potter, 2005; 
Crivits, 2017; Erjavec, 2018).  
 
Lastly, also different discourses on sustainable development and more specifically in its translation 
within the domain of environmental and climate concerns (which have a direct impact on agricultural 
policies) are worth mentioning in the context of this report.  Here discourses such as eco-efficiency, 
sufficiency, nested sustainability (cf. Bull’s eye discourse) and redistribution are relevant because they 
determine how supporting policy for agriculture is argued for and framed.  
 

2 Case 1: Nitrogen pollution 
2.1 Introduction 
Nitrogen pollution is arguably the issue that places the most tension on nature-agriculture 
relationships in Flanders at the moment. It is surely high on the policy agenda, with a new policy plan 
to tackle nitrogen deposition announced in February 2022 (Vlaanderen Departement Omgeving, 
2022), and a new ‘Manure Action Plan’ (MAP7) to reduce nitrogen loads arising from manure surpluses 
planned for January 2023 (Van Gils & Noyen, 2022). In its comments to the Flemish proposal for a new 
CAP strategic plan 2023-2027, the European Commission pointed at the high livestock pressure in the 
region as an issue with substantial implications for the quality of air, water, and soil (European 
Commission, 2022). The commentary specifically mentions nutrient losses and nitrogen pollution in 
the form of ammonia emissions to the air, and nitrate emissions to surface and groundwater. However, 
both problems have come a long way from where they were when policies to address them were first 
implemented. 
 
When we look at the evolution of the livestock population in Flanders from 1990 up until 2020 (Figure 
C.1), we see that both the number of cattle (-26.23%) and the number of pigs (-8.80%) have decreased 
since 1990, with a total number of 1.27 million cattle and 5.83 million pigs in 2020.  
 
However, in the meantime, the number of poultry has risen sharply (+75.36%), to 45.59 million in 2020.  
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Figure C.2: Evolution of Flemish livestock population in 1990-2020.  

 
Source: Statistiek Vlaanderen, 2021. 

 
The Flemish Environment Agency  has a monitoring network for evaluating the water quality in surface 
water in agricultural areas, consisting of about 760 measuring locations since 2002 (Vlaamse 
Landmaatschappij, 2021). Sampling occurs monthly, and the average nitrate and orthophosphate 
concentration is measured over one ‘winter year’, which starts in July and ends in June the year after. 
The average nitrate concentration in surface water and the percentage of sampling points with an 
exceedance of the threshold of 50 mg NO3-/l are shown in Figure C.2. The last two winter years in the 
measuring series showed a decrease in the number of sampling points with an exceedance of the 
threshold. However, that number is still much higher than in the period 2013-2014 to 2016-2017 
(Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij, 2021b). The average nitrate concentration in surface water follows a 
similar trend, just as the average nitrate concentration in groundwater (not shown on the graph, 
Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij (2021a)). For both surface water and groundwater, Flanders is still a long 
way from obtaining the objectives of the Nitrates Directive (91/676/EEG), with widespread 
exceedances of the norm of 50 mg NO3-/l (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij, 2021). 
 
Figure C.3: Evolution of average nitrate concentration in surface water (red line, left axis) and the 
percentage of sampling points in exceedance of the threshold (blue line, right axis).  

  
Source: Data from Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij, 2021b. 
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Nitrogen deposition is the input of reactive nitrogen (Nr) from the atmosphere to the biosphere 
through precipitation (wet deposition) or in the form of aerosols or gases (dry deposition), with 
nitrogen oxides (NOx) and ammonia (NH3) as the main contributing pollutants (Hicks et al., 2011). If 
nitrogen deposition exceeds levels that habitats can absorb, expressed by habitat type-specific critical 
loads, it has a negative impact on biodiversity and the long-term conservation of habitats. Therefore, 
this problem has been the focal point of policies in the Netherlands and Flanders, mainly in the context 
of compliance with the Habitats Directive (92/43/EEC) (De Heer et al., 2017; De Pue et al., 2019; 
Woldendorp & Schoukens, 2015). In Flanders, nitrogen deposition was put on the policy agenda as a 
threat to the Habitats Directive objectives in 2014. This happened after it appeared that nitrogen 
deposition was increasingly hampering environmental licensing, with compliance with the Habitats 
Directive the main stumbling block (Woldendorp & Schoukens, 2015). The average nitrogen deposition 
(Figure C.3) has decreased from 33.9 kg N/ha.year in 2000 to 22.5 kg N/ha.year in 2015, but has since 
changed little (Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij, 2021c). Flemish agricultural ammonia emissions account 
for about 41.7% of the nitrogen deposition in Flanders (Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij, 2021c). These 
emissions show a prominent decrease up until 2007 but afterward fluctuated around 40 kton/year 
(Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij, 2022). The decrease up until 2007 was due to a reduction in the 
livestock population, increased feed efficiency, and emission abatement in both animal housing and 
manure application (Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij, 2022).  
 
Figure C.4: Evolution of the average nitrogen deposition (barplot) and total agricultural ammonia emissions (line 
graph) in Flanders. DON: Dissolved Organic Nitrogen. NHx: Reduced nitrogen. NOy: Oxidized nitrogen.  

 
Source: Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij 2021c, Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij 2022. 

 
2.2 Previous policies  
In 1991, the Nitrates Directive (91/676/EEC) came into effect. Since then, consecutive manure action 
plans (MAP) gave effect to this Directive in Flanders. At first, the Flemish manure policy focused on 
general fertilization standards, after which more and more area-specific fertilization standards were 
introduced (Van der Straeten, 2012). In the period 2001-2004, a so-called ‘warm sanitation’ program 
was set up, a voluntary buy-out scheme for livestock farmers, with the aim of decreasing the manure 
surplus. This buy-out scheme resulted in the livestock decreases observed in Figure C.1. In 2006, so-
called nutrient emission rights (NERs) were introduced, which are actually tradable animal production 
rights aimed at controlling the total number of livestock in Flanders (Van der Straeten, 2012; Vlaamse 
Landmaatschappij, 2021). Although this instrument was introduced to prevent an increase in livestock 
numbers, farmers were still able to expand their business if they could prove that their excess manure 
was processed (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij, 2021). Because the marginal cost of manure processing is 
very low or even zero in case of poultry farms, this policy allowed the poultry sector to continue 
growing (Buysse, 2022). Further amendments to consecutive manure action programs included, 
among others, obligations regarding cover crops, registration of fertilizer use, and more restrictions in 
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nitrate-sensitive areas (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij, 2021). However, as illustrated in Figure C.2, the 
latest action programs had limited effectiveness, with even deterioration of the water quality since the 
start of the 6th action program in 2019 (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij, 2021). The current Flemish 
minister responsible for  Environment and Spatial Development, Zuhal Demir, calls for a change of 
course for MAP7, the action program which is due to start in 2023 (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij, 2021), 
an ambition supported by the MINA council, a council that advises the Flemish government on topics 
related to the environment and nature (Van Gils & Noyen, 2022). 
 
The Flemish policy specifically aimed at reducing nitrogen deposition in Natura 2000 habitats started 
in 2014, some time after significant ammonia emission reductions as a result of generic air quality 
policies. The nitrogen deposition policy was called the ‘programmatic approach to nitrogen’ 
(Programmatische Aanpak Stikstof, PAS). The provisional version of this plan involved imposing specific 
restrictions on nitrogen-emitting activities based on their contribution to the critical load of nitrogen 
in nearby protected habitats. Activities that contributed more than 50% of this critical load were 
prohibited from obtaining a permit, while activities contributing between 5% and 50% were only able 
to obtain a permit subject to certain conditions regarding their emissions (De Pue & Buysse, 2020). De 
Pue & Buysse (2020) demonstrated that this policy was insufficient to meet the long-term target of 
non-exceedance of critical loads for nitrogen deposition in all Flemish Natura 2000 areas. In February 
2021, a court decision abolished this provisional PAS (VPAS), on the grounds that the threshold of 5% 
was insufficiently supported by scientific evidence and that it failed to prevent the detrimental 
cumulative effect of different activities that were each below that threshold (Schoukens, 2021). The 
court ruling came after the nature organisation Natuurpunt, together with local environmental 
organizations, challenged the environmental permit of a poultry farm in the province of Limburg. 
 
2.3 Definitive Programmatic Approach to Nitrogen (DPAS) 
In February 2022, about one year after the court decision that abolished the former nitrogen policy, 
the Flemish government came to an agreement for a new plan, the ‘Definitive Programmatic Approach 
to Nitrogen’ (DPAS) (Vlaanderen Departement Omgeving, 2022). The goal of the plan is to decrease 
the absolute exceedance of critical loads in habitats by 50% in 2030. In 2045, there should be no 
exceedance of these critical loads anywhere. Unlike its predecessor, this plan makes a distinction 
between ammonia emitted by agriculture and nitrogen oxides from transport and industry. While the 
plan does not entail any additional emission reduction requirements for industry and transport on top 
of what was decided in an earlier air quality policy plan (Vlaanderen Departement Omgeving, 2018), 
the livestock sector faces generic emission reductions depending on the subsector. New industrial 
activities can contribute up to 1% of the critical load in nearby habitats, while both expanding livestock 
farms and new livestock farms are required to stay below a threshold of 0.025% for the time being, a 
threshold that might be increased to 0.8% by the time the generic emission reduction targets are 
obtained. In addition, farms contributing more than 50% of the critical load to nitrogen on at least 401 
m² of a Special Area of Conservation will have to close their business by 2025 at the latest, while two 
voluntary buy-out schemes will be set up: one for pig farmers, and another for livestock farms 
contributing between 20% and 50% of the critical load to nitrogen. Furthermore, the support for 
farmers investing in low ammonia livestock housing or other emission abatement measures will be 
raised to 40% for farmers above the age of 40 and 65% for farmers below that age. A total of 3.6 billion 
euros will be made available for the plan, of which the most is foreseen for agriculture, but also about 
1 billion for restoration measures in the Natura 2000 areas affected by nitrogen deposition. From mid-
April to mid-June 2022, the plan went into public consultation, where every citizen, company, or NGO 
has the right to send complaints, objections, or remarks concerning the policy plan. This public 
consultation phase yielded 19.000 reactions, which all have to be processed and answered before the 
plan will be converted into legislation (VILT, 2022b). 
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2.4 Discussions related to the need for the policy  
The new nitrogen plan is the subject of an elaborate debate, taking place in both the societal and 
political arena. We will only focus on the most pronounced points of discussion, as it is impossible to 
describe all arguments that are being made in the context of the nitrogen policy.  On the fringes of the 
debate, that is, not among the mainstream stakeholders and political parties, the need for the policy 
is doubted.  
 
Outside the official interest groups such as mainstream farmer organizations, the need for the nitrogen 
policy is more openly questioned. Bert Engelen, an agricultural advisor from the Campine area in 
North-East Flanders, claims that nature is not a static affair, but something that gradually changes until 
a new equilibrium is reached in line with the new circumstances (BE & Partners, 2020).  He doubts the 
desirability of policies that go against such change, ‘at the cost of something as essential as food 
provisioning’. A similar point of view is expressed by a newly erected non-profit organization, VZW 
Verenigde Veehouders (‘united livestock holders’), that claims that the nitrogen policies were worked 
out by administrators with an activist background having a tunnel vision that goes against farmers and 
food provisioning (Matheeussen, 2022). 
 
In the Flemish parliament, the need for the policy is questionned by the extreme right party Vlaams 
Belang, which states that ‘they do not deny the problem’, but nevertheless describes the policy as 
disproportionate and obsessive (Vlaams Parlement, 2021a). This stance fits within a trend of right-wing 
populist appropriation of farmers’ protests also observed in the Netherlands, as described by van der 
Ploeg (2020). By calling the habitats directive ‘unrealistic and crazy’, Vlaams Belang also adds a 
Eurosceptic element to their discourse (Vlaams Parlement, 2022a). Lastly, they also minimize the value 
of Natura 2000 areas, by speaking of ‘Small forests that are suddenly said to be nature reserves’ 
(Vlaams Parlement, 2022b).  
 
Both the parties of the government coalition (nationalist center-right party N-VA, Christian Democrats 
CD&V and Liberals Open VLD) as the opposition parties with the exception of Vlaams Belang (Social 
Democrats Vooruit, Greens Groen, and extreme-left PVDA) acknowledge the need for the policy. The 
minister of the Environment and Spatial Development, Zuhal Demir of N-VA, claims that her plan avoids 
a freeze in lending environmental permits, which benefits common interests such as ‘the economy, 
welfare, but also nature’ (Liekens, 2022). The order in which she lists those elements is striking. This 
argument of legal certainty for businesses is also the element that farmer organizations put forward 
when confirming the need for the policy. However, the biggest farmer organization in Flanders, 
Boerenbond, does question the term at which the targets of the plans should be obtained. In addition, 
they would like to renegotiate the plan (VILT, 2022c). Algemeen Boerensyndicaat (ABS), the second 
biggest farmer interest group, on the other hand, emphasizes the risks of not converting the plan into 
a decree, which would further increase legal uncertainty among farmers seeking environmental 
permits (VILT, 2022a). The SALV, the Strategic Advice Council for Agriculture and Fisheries, consisting 
of different interest groups among them farmer organizations, also emphasizes the need for a ‘legally 
certain and just’ plan (Strategisch Adviesraad Landbouw-Visserij, 2022). 
 
2.5 Discussions related to the policy plan 
2.5.1 Models and critical loads 
Most of the political and societal discussions do not relate to the need for the policy, but rather to the 
modalities of the plan. An element of controversy is the fact that the policy relies to a great extent on 
models, both to monitor nitrogen deposition on the level of Flanders, and for the individual assessment 
of the contribution of farms to nitrogen deposition in nearby natural areas. The latter is the basis for 
the so-called ‘red list’ of farms that have to close by 2025. Uncertainties about the used data underlying 
the calculation have dominated the political debate since April 2022, especially because the well-
known abbey farm of Averbode is among the farms that have to close (VILT, 2022e; Vlaams Parlement, 
2022b). The uncertainty of the used atmospheric dispersion and deposition model OPS (Sauter et al., 
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2016) is estimated to be 30% on the national scale and 70% on a local scale (Schoukens & Larmuseau, 
2017). According to Boerenbond, the policy relies too much on the model. Specifically, they criticize 
that the Flemish government relies on modeling to decide on closing down farms. They argue that the 
degree of detail that the model can provide is insufficient for such decisions (Noyen et al., 2022). 
 
Another point of discussion is the concept of critical loads, the habitat type-specific threshold values 
used to evaluate the effects of nitrogen deposition in natural areas. According to VZW Verenigde 
Veehouders, these critical loads are arbitrary and not scientifically grounded (Matheeussen, 2022). In 
its advice to the Flemish government, The MINA council (the environment and nature council) states 
that regular evaluation of the critical loads is needed to make sure that they are up-to-date (Noyen et 
al., 2022). Recent scientific findings suggest that the current critical loads are too high, meaning that 
the policy should be more stringent (VILT, 2022f). 
 
2.5.2 Unequal treatment agriculture versus industry 
Most of the measures described in the policy plan are aimed at reducing the emissions of the 
agricultural sector, which faces more stringent criteria for obtaining environmental permits and stricter 
emission reduction targets. The distinction between agriculture and other sectors such as industry and 
transport was already made in a ‘ministerial instruction’ that came shortly after the VPAS was 
abolished by the court, and is motivated by the lower emission reduction of ammonia compared to 
nitrogen oxides in the past decades, as well as the higher risk of cumulative effects for agricultural 
sources (Demir, 2021; Vlaanderen Departement Omgeving, 2022).  
 
In a parliamentary debate, minister Demir proclaimed that ‘some sectors have to pull up their socks’ 
(Vlaams Parlement, 2021a), while both the Greens (opposition) and the Christian Democrats question 
the disparities between agriculture and industry. In an opinion piece, Benedikt Sas, director of DGZ 
(animal health care Flanders) and professor at Ghent University, argues that we should cherish 
agriculture as a strategic sector (Sas, 2022). ‘Regrettably, agriculture is primarily seen as polluting’, he 
claims, while he emphasizes the economic importance in terms of sales volume and employment of 
the Flemish agri-food chain (Sas, 2022). In a first reaction after the announcement of the policy plan, 
Boerenbond called it unacceptable that the broader socio-economic impact of the plan was not 
properly calculated (Saenen, 2022). Furthermore, both the Boerenbond and ABS claim that the 
distinction between industry and agriculture is not scientifically, nor legally grounded. The Strategic 
Advice Council for Agriculture and Fisheries also pleads for an equal playing field between sectors, 
which according to them requires the same assessment framework for agriculture and industry 
(Strategisch Adviesraad Landbouw-Visserij, 2022). The MINA council’s advice on the nitrogen policy 
provides insights into the different points of view of different stakeholder organizations that are part 
of the council (Noyen et al., 2022). While Boerenbond pleads for equal treatment of agriculture and 
industry, VOKA, the main employer’s organization in Flanders, thinks the difference is justified because 
of the higher share of agriculture in the emission and deposition of nitrogen, the higher historical 
emission reduction of NOx compared to NH3, and the higher economical weight of the industry 
compared to agriculture (Noyen et al., 2022).   
 
2.5.3 Limiting livestock numbers 
The BBL (the umbrella organization of environmental NGOs) and Natuurpunt (the biggest nature 
conservation NGO in Flanders) have consistently pleaded for a reduction in livestock numbers in 
Flanders, as a solution for both reducing nitrogen excesses that cause eutrophication and limiting the 
greenhouse gas impact of the agricultural sectors (Boonen, 2019; De Meyer, 2021). The Boerenbond, 
however, has always maintained the stance that ‘it’s not about the number of paws’ (De Becker, 2019), 
focussing instead on the eco-efficiency of Flemish husbandry, expressed in emissions per unit of 
product, compared to production elsewhere (De Cleene, 2018). This eco-efficiency discourse reasons 
that decreasing animal numbers in Flanders would shift production to elsewhere where production is 
less eco-efficient. While this might hold true for the climate impact (provided that the demand for 
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animal products remains the same), for problems related to a more localized environmental problem, 
such as eutrophication, it ignores the local ‘environmental action space’ (Debonne et al., 2022). , 
Exceeded environmental norms in surface and groundwater (Vlaamse Landmaatschappij, 2021) and 
exceeded critical loads for nitrogen deposition in protected habitats indicate that the local 
environment space is decreasing in Flanders (Vlaamse Milieumaatschappij, 2020). 
 
In the autumn of 2021, a government-appointed advice group on climate policy stated, in its third 
advice, that the livestock numbers in Flanders should be reduced, in combination with a dietary shift 
to alternative protein sources (Govers, 2021). However, when the Flemish Government decided on 
additional greenhouse gas reduction pledges in the context of the COP21 in Glasgow, this advice was 
not followed. The livestock number was seen by political commentators as the proverbial ‘elephant in 
the room’, although it was clear that the issue could reappear in the new nitrogen legislation that was 
scheduled for 2022 (Vansevenant, 2021). That the targets for nitrogen deposition in Flanders could not 
be achieved without a reduction in livestock had been shown previously (De Pue, 2019).  The fact that 
the new nitrogen plan indeed contained a buy-out scheme for the pig sector was partly the result of 
the fact that the two main farmer’s organizations in Flanders, Boerenbond and Algemeen 
Boerensyndicaat (ABS), jointly came up with a similar proposal of a pig buy-out, as a means to alleviate 
the economic crisis in the Flemish pig sector (Boerenbond, 2022). This made it easier for the CD&V, 
the Christian Democratic Party in Flanders that traditionally has the strongest links with the agricultural 
sector, to agree with a proposal to decrease the number of pigs in Flanders.  
 
In the Flemish parliament, the buy-out schemes in the Nitrogen policy plan are approved by the left 
opposition and denounced by the extreme-right opposition (Vlaams Parlement, 2021a, 2022a). The 
environmental NGOs in Flanders plead for an expansion of the buy-out schemes, to guarantee a 
‘general basic quality’ not just in Natura 2000 areas, but also in other nature areas (Noyen et al., 2022). 
 
2.5.4 Technological emission abatement 
The policy plan relies largely on technical emission abatement options, such as low ammonia emission 
stables and air scrubbers. However, these technological solutions face increasing scrutiny. In the 
Netherlands, the effectiveness of a slatted floor used in cattle housing was recently questioned by the 
court (VILT, 2022h). About one year before the new Nitrogen policy was presented, Wilfried Vandaele, 
a Member of Parliament from the same party as Minister Zuhal Demir, proclaimed that technological 
solutions that are either obliged, recommended, or subsidized by the Flemish government, do not yield 
the desired results in terms of emission reduction (Vlaams Parlement, 2021a). The other parties in the 
coalition have more faith in technological solutions, with the liberals proclaiming that we can gain a 
lot if we believe in the power of innovation and technology (Vlaams Parlement, 2021a), and the 
Christian Democrats claiming that innovation will have to help provide solutions (Vlaams Parlement, 
2022b). The green opposition on the other hand states that the focus on technological solutions and 
investments leads to scale enlargement in the livestock sector, while being doubtful about the 
effectiveness of these measures  (Vlaams Parlement, 2022b), a view that is shared by the socialist party 
Vooruit (Vlaams Parlement, 2022c).  
 
According to Boerenbond, the farming sector is willing to contribute to solving the nitrogen problem 
but is in need of more resources and an adapted policy context to offer further opportunities for 
sustainability and innovation (Saenen, 2022). Voedsel Anders, an umbrella organization for the 
agroecological movement in Flanders, considers the technological solutions insufficiently effective 
(Voedsel Anders, 2022). Bioforum, the organization representing organic farmers, states that the policy 
focus on technology is in many cases incompatible with organic farming (VILT, 2021). The 
environmental NGOs warn of the risks of further scale enlargement and potential lock-ins (Noyen et 
al., 2022). 
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2.5.5 Agricultural transition 
Minister Zuhal Demir claims in the popular press that the nitrogen plan does not steer livestock farmers 
in the direction of further scale enlargement, contradicting the main critique from proponents of 
agroecological and organic farming. In an interview with the popular magazine Humo, she says that 
farmers can also choose to decrease their ammonia emissions by keeping fewer animals and 
diversifying their business model (Liekens, 2022). However, apart from the buy-out scheme for pig 
farmers and ‘red’ and ‘dark orange’ farms, the nitrogen plan only foresees financial compensation for 
farmers that reduce their emissions by investing in technical emission abatement or low ammonia 
emission stables (Vlaanderen Departement Omgeving, 2022). This points to another main controversy 
in discussions related to the nitrogen plan. Proponents of alternative farming plead for more circularity 
and less import of feed and fertilizer. Boerenbond on the other hand continues to see technological 
innovation as the way forward to improve the sustainability of the Flemish livestock sector, calling 
innovative techniques indispensable to arrive at real solutions for the nitrogen problem (Noyen et al., 
2022). This discussion is also taking place in the Flemish parliament, with the leftist opposition parties 
pleading for an agricultural transition. The green party would like to see the Flemish agricultural sector 
move towards agroecology and circularity (Vlaams Parlement, 2021a). The socialist party emphasizes 
the need for a vision on what sustainable and liveable agriculture, within the environmental action 
space, might mean in Flanders (Vlaams Parlement, 2022b). 
 
In a study on the nitrogen, phosphorus and protein flows in the Flemish agri-food system, 
commissioned by the Flemish department of the environment, Vingerhoets et al. (2021) plead for a 
dietary shift towards higher consumption of plant proteins, closing the nutrient cycle by allowing more 
use of recovered nutrients from manure processing, and a decrease of food losses. According to 
Natuurpunt and Bond Beter Leefmilieu, steps should be undertaken to decrease the dependence of 
the Flemish agricultural sector on imported feeds (Noyen et al., 2022). Calls for a more profound 
agricultural transition are expressed by agroecology proponents. Bioforum and Voedsel Anders call for 
a ‘transition fund’ and a systemic approach that also tackles other environmental issues such as nitrate 
pollution and enteric methane emissions (VILT, 2021d; Voedsel Anders, 2022). 
 
2.6 Concerns about the Water Framework Directive 
After the nitrogen deposition policy will be converted into a decree, the policy attention will likely shift 
to water pollution and the goals of the Water Framework Directive. According to the MINA council, 
additional measures are urgently needed to manage the systemic problem of nitrate losses from 
agriculture (Van Gils & Noyen, 2022). Furthermore, the council points to the risks of ‘poor 
environmental policies’ having consequences for the granting of environmental permits, drawing a 
parallel to the nitrogen deposition issue (Van Gils & Noyen, 2022). In September 2022, five 
environmental NGOs filed a lawsuit against the government ‘to straighten up the failing Flemish 
manure policy’ (VILT, 2022g), making it probable that juridical ruling will also play an important role in 
brisking up policy efforts. A leaked first policy draft of the new manure action plan included measures 
like 6-meter crop-free buffer zones around waterways and a ban on harvesting potatoes and 
vegetables after 1 september in certain nitrate vulnerable zones, sparking a new round of fierce 
discussion  (VILT, 2022k). With intermediate climate goals in 2030 approaching, also the required 
greenhouse gas emissions will likely come more to the forefront. 
 

3 Case 2: CAP strategic plan 
3.1 Introduction 
Since 1957, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) has been a major but also continuously changing 
policy framework molding agricultural development in Flanders. The relatively high levels of price and 
then income support aimed at increasing agricultural productivity, food security and farmer incomes, 
with little regard for the environment and a protectionist trade policy, are broadly considered to be a 
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main driver for the dramatic expansion and intensification of agricultural production in Flanders26. 
Throughout the last three decades the European Common Agricultural Policy underwent marked 
reforms, which can schematically be characterized as a compromise position between a neoliberal 
program/discourse (removal of price and production controls, state subsidies for farmers as these 
distort well-functioning markets), and a interventionist counter-program/discourse that sought and 
found legitimation for continuing high levels of public support for farmers under the rubric of 
‘multifunctionality’ and ‘public money for public goods’  (Feindt, 2018). Each round of reform resulted 
in directives to national, and from 2001 onwards, the Flemish government, which were provided 
progressively more discretion in budget allocation and policy instrument design. With the reforms the 
stated focus of the CAP has moved away from mass production of agricultural commodities towards 
other societal ends. In fact, from the mid-term review in 2001 onwards, the possibility has arisen to 
promote a downsizing of production levels in the aggregate, in order to decrease pressures on the 
existing green infrastructure or expanding the infrastructure area on former agricultural land. 
 
With the post 2023-2027 legislative proposals he European Commission in 2018 can be said to continue 
in this direction of broadening the aims of the CAP. Yet it also established a critical U-turn in terms of 
re-balancing responsibilities between the EU and the member state level by introducing the new CAP 
delivery model and the concept of ‘CAP strategic plans’. Before, CAP instruments and policies were 
implemented through a uniform management scheme laid down in all member states. The new 
delivery model confers, however, significantly more subsidiarity to the member states. A performance 
based logic is introduced; while the European Commission (EC) sets out a series of general objectives 
and priorities it is now up to the member states to craft a coherent strategy living up to EC 
expectations. Member states will be able to design a plan that would cover interventions in both pillar 
I and pillar II and “are appropriate in their circumstances”. In those plans, member states will need to 
set targets on what they want to achieve, and these targets will be backed up by result indicators that 
will be controlled by the EC during the programming period. In general, Belgium has been among the 
MS emphasizing that the CAP had to be more attentive to the local specificity of challenges to be 
addressed (Vlaams Parlement, 6 11 2019), and as such this switch in institutional approach has been 
welcomed. While more subsidiarity has been introduced with the new CAP directive, the EC did impose 
more than before the direction in which it expected national agricultural sectors to evolve by further 
broadening the aims of the CAP27, and expecting Strategic Plans (SP) to be consistent with the broader 
aims of the Farm to Fork strategy. This aspect of this latest CAP reform has received much more mixed 
responses from Flemish stakeholders (VILT, 2018). The initial reaction of farmers unions has been that 
the CAP loses sight of its original priorities, namely to support active farmers’ incomes and the 
sustainable economic development of the agri-food sector as a whole . On the other hand, the 
broadening of CAP objectives was welcomed by the environmental organizations, even if according to 
them, ambitions were set too low and it was moreover feared that even the moderate ambitions would 
fail to materialize in some if not all national policy plans.  
 

 
26 While EU policy in the second half of the century certainly play a role in the industrialization of agriculture in 
Flanders, it may not be the only nor even an autonomous driver of this process. Industrialization of agriculture 
had already begun before this international concerted policy effort had taken shape. The region witnessed a 
progressive disappearance of mixed subsistence-oriented farming, in favor of market integration, 
specialization, intensification of land use, mechanization and land concentration, before and after the 
implementation of the Common Agricultural Policy (Peeters, 2010; Zanden, 1991), suggesting a deeper social 
structural dynamic underpinning this movement, compounded by the early productivist EU CAP. 
27 Initial objectives: (1) provide affordable, safe and high-quality food for EU citizens, (2) ensure a fair standard 
of living for farmers (3) preserve natural resources and respect the environment. 
Objectives added afterwards: (1) providing food security for all European citizens, (2) addressing global market 
fluctuations and price volatility, (3) maintaining thriving rural areas across the EU, (4) using natural resources in 
a more sustainable manner, (5) contributing to climate change mitigation 
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In this chapter we describe both the process towards the Flemish CAP SP (3.3), but also highlight the 
key discussion points among the involved actors pertinent to the CAP SP and agricultural and nature 
development in Flanders (3.4). We first take stock of the CAP in Flanders as it stood before the drafting 
of the new CAP SP. 
 
3.2 Flemish CAP up until 2020 
After the mid-term review in 2001, the Flemish government decided, in line with other  MS,  to 
maintain the high and unevenly distributed historical support, so as not to disturb income levels among 
and across the agri-food chains and hence, to uphold ipso facto, a production scale similar to the one 
arrived at by the early 2000s (Deuninck et al., 2009). Cross-Compliance and later Greening payments, 
conditions were set in such a way that every farmer would have a fair chance to secure their payment 
and avoid competitive disadvantages (SALV, 2012). For many farmers the greening requirements (crop 
diversification, maintenance, permanent grassland, and ecological focus area) demanded limited 
(67%) to no (14%) additional change in practices (Danckaert et al., 2012), with likely little additional 
benefit to the environment28. In total, Pillar 1 Payments amounted to 1.691 billion euros over the 
period 2014-2020 (a 7.1% decrease compared to the period 2007-2003) (European Parliamentary 
Research Service, 2016). It was also decided to continue to provide coupled support for the beef and 
veal sector (roughly 163 million euros over the period 2014-2020) (Peeters, 2013). 
 
The creation of Pillar 2 in 1999 presented another opportunity to address environmental targets with 
CAP funds. Yet by comparison with other Member States, Belgium (Flanders) has devoted a relatively 
low percentage of its EU budget to Pillar 2-related expenditures (in the period 2014-2020 9%) (SALV, 
2012). The measures taken under the third Program Document for Rural Development (PDRD III) are 
partly financed by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development and partly by the Flemish 
government (288 million euros each). Flanders opted also to use 96 million euros of Pillar 1 budget 
(5.7%) to finance these rural development measures (Vlaams Ruraal Netwerk, 2021). Furthermore, half 
of the rural development budget was budgeted for investments in agricultural holdings (143.5 million 
euros). Most of the financial means voluntary support scheme went in this period to support economic 
objectives, while a limited amount went to voluntary agro-environmental measures (75 million euros) 
and only 2.3 million to support organic agriculture (Departement Landbouw & Visserij, 2013, see also 
Departement Landbouw & Visserij, 2021). There are also currently twelve local actions groups active 
in Flanders that are supported under the LEADER program (VLAIO, 2022). Of these LEADER projects 
only three have environment or biodiversity related themes (PG Haspengouw, PG Kempen & 
Maasland, and Westhoek) among their three chosen themes. As such, they can hardly be considered 
as a key agro-environmental policy instrument in Flanders.  
 
3.3 The process towards the Flemish CAP SP 
The development of the Flemish CAP SP encompasses multiple intertwined administrative and political 
processes. For clarity we have organized the material as follows. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
28 So far there hasn’t been an evaluation of these policies in Flanders. Even so, at a broader EU level, the 
effectiveness of both cross-compliance and greening payments have been questioned due to the limited scale 
on which behavioural change occurs and the limited impact of the behavioural change when it indeed occurs 
(ECA, 2016, 2017).  
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Figure C5: Timeline Flemish CAP Strategic Plan 
 

 
Source: authors’ compilation 
 
3.3.1 Need identification and selection 
The Flemish administration has been preparing a national strategic plan for the CAP since the 
publication of multiple legislative proposals by the European Commission mid 2018 (CAP strategic 
plans, Multi-annual Financial frameworks, Directive on common organization of the markets). The 
Department of Agriculture and Fisheries reached out to external experts, the broad public and key 
stakeholders to provide inputs for the plan. The Department of Agriculture and Fisheries made an 
inventory of needs, and selected a set of key needs to provide the seven key objectives for the Flemish 
national strategic plan.  
 

− Focus line 1: Accelerating innovation and knowledge sharing as a lever for competitiveness 
and anticipating societal and ecological challenges 

− Focus line 2: Stimulating entrepreneurship and craftsmanship for a dynamic, more resilient 
and sustainable agricultural and horticultural sector in conjunction with its natural 
environment and the social context 

− Focus line 3: Making the income of farmers and horticulturists more sustainable in order to 
guarantee a living income and to stimulate business development in a rapidly changing 
environment 

− Focus line 4: Increase the share of newcomers into the agricultural and horticultural sector 

− Focus line 5: Intensifying climate-smart sustainable agriculture and horticulture 

− Focus line 6: Attention and care for natural resources, biodiversity and landscapes 

− Focus line 7: Strengthening the open space and the local economic and social fabric in the real 
rural areas 

 
This selection of needs and objectives was based on sectoral SWOT-analyses published in the 
Landbouwrapport 2018 (Platteau et al., 2018) conducted in collaboration with experts and 
stakeholders,  other studies and vision documents and the consultation of a stakeholder group with 
key stakeholders in the agro-food sector. In May 2019 a draft strategy note (Departement Landbouw 
& Visserij, 2019) was sent to two advisory boards (SALV and MINA) to weigh in.  
 
In parallel, the Vlaams Ruraal Netwerk, organization under oversight of the Minister of Rural Policy, 
Demir), organized together with the Department of Agriculture and Fisheries two public consultation 
rounds in preparation for Pillar 2 (through an online structured questionnaire yielding 135 responses, 
and two days of participatory workshops)  (Vlaams Ruraal Netwerk, 2022a). As a next step, the 
administration and the Vlaams Ruraal Netwerk reviewed the draft objectives, and then developed 
interventions on the objectives and guidelines that form the core of the entire CAP strategic plan. The 
definition of potential interventions were also the subject of bilateral discussions in more specialized 
groups. 
 
3.3.2 Design and selection of instruments and setting ambition levels: a draft selection plan 
On January 14, 2022, a draft strategic plan and the plan-MER (Departement Landbouw & Visserij, 2022) 
was finished and submitted for review through a public consultation round, and the joint advice from 
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SALV and MINA advisory boards was requested again on this draft plan. With a view to a timely start-
up of the new CAP on January 1, 2023, the draft Flemish Strategic Plan was submitted to the European 
Commission on March 11, 2022 before the results of this feedback round was ready.  
 
The SALV and MINA council joint report (SALV & MINA-raad, 2022) provides great insight into how 
Flemish stakeholders evaluate the draft CAP SP rather differently. We will return to the points on which 
the boards were divided under 3.4. Some key observations were supported by all members of the 
board: 

− Insufficient transparency in certain parts of the policy design process 

− Insufficient ambitions regarding organic farming and enteric emissions 

− Insufficient connection made between other Flemish and Belgian policy initiatives 

− Insufficient consideration of how SP can contribute to objectives outside the CAP (PAS, 
erosion, nitrate, SDGs, etc.) 

− Insufficiently substantiated Environmental Impact Assessment document for various areas 
 
These observations and separate observations were echoed by the review provided by the EC on May 
25, 2022. (EC, 2022). In terms of methodology and structure of the draft plan the EC noted the 
following: 

− Appreciation for structured dialogue as well as public consultations 

− Lack of key elements such as SWOT analysis and ex-ante evaluation 

− Lack of connection between planned interventions and objectives and identified needs, along 
with target values and result indicators and related financial allocation 

− Insufficient ambition levels, lacking accurate target values to monitor progress 

− Too many interventions are proposed, and Flanders is invited to narrow down the most 
effective instruments 

− Lacking quantitative information on how SP contributes to Green Deal targets contained in the 
F2F strategy and the biodiversity strategy 

 
In terms of identified needs and the proposed interventions more detailed comments were made. For 
the ‘green infrastructure’ the following remarks were noted:  

− Strong doubts about the effective contribution of SP to these areas environmental protection, 
including biodiversity, and climate action 

− Insufficient measures are taken to reduce enteric emissions 

− EC implores Flanders to consider extensification as a measure to contribute to these areas 

− Insufficient detail of plan to these objectives in terms of indicators and financial allocation 

− Ensure consistency with other national objectives and targets 

− Consider change targets in light of future LULUCF regulation 

− Very low and seemingly insufficient target values in key areas (air quality, pesticide use, 
nutrient losses, organic agriculture, preserving habitats, water quality, biodiversity, landscape 
features). 

− Flanders needs a more ambitious approach to achieve good chemical status water bodies 

− Amend good agricultural and environmental conditions (GAEC) to include for instance erosion 
measures 

− Insufficient interventions and target setting for forestry  
 
On June 13, the newly appointed Minister Jo Brouns responded in a letter to the Commissioner of 
Agriculture (Brouns, 2022). In the letter, the minister sought to clarify the lack of ambition in certain 
areas by pointing to actions taken in other policy domains and levels which are still pending decision 
and hence cannot be accounted for, and by pointing to the limited budget that it provided. The minister 
also framed certain concerns of the Commission (lack of a data-driven SWOT analysis, flawed 
intervention logic) as points that require additional clarification and substantiation, rather than 
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revision. In terms of cost-effectiveness of the plan, the Minister defended the policy mix as a nicely 
balanced whole with interventions meticulously conceived by experts and stakeholders.  In one of his 
first press appearances as minister of Agriculture, Jo Brouns denied that the EC demanded major 
revisions to the SP, and rather suggested that “little would change” (Winckelmans, 2022). 
 
The review was framed by the parliamentary opposition (Vlaams Parlement 2022, d,e), as well as in 
the wider public press as a “bad marks for the Flemish government” (VILTj, 2022), suggesting that the 
minister had his work cut out for him and had to set higher ambitions for the SP. The Letter to the 
Commissioner was therefore considered as largely dismissive in nature by the opposition. The 
Agriculture and Environment committees of the Flemish Parliament, the Ministers Zuhal Demir (N-VA) 
(Vlaams Parlement, 14 06, 2022) and Jo Brouns (CD&V) (Vlaams Parlement, 22 06, 2022) were 
questioned on their interpretation and plan of action with regards to this observation letter. In 
response to a question by the ostensibly troubled green fraction, Minister Brouns said he took their 
voiced concerns very seriously, that he was not “an old fashioned minister of agriculture”. He assured 
the Commission that the administration will be very busy during the summer months processing this 
feedback in the elaboration of an ambitious and fair final strategic plan ready for approval by the EC 
by the end of 2022. When asked if the Ministry of Environment was also concerned by the observation 
letter by the Commission and would collaborate with the Ministry of Agriculture to revise the SP, 
Minister Demir responded she was indeed very concerned by the findings of the Commission, and 
would provide support to the Ministry of Agriculture if asked (Landbouwleven, 2022).  
 
3.3.3 Feedback on and revision of the draft plan 
On 19 October 2022, Minister Broun together with the head of the Department of Agriculture, Patricia 
Declercq gave an outlook on the final plan as it stood (Vlaams Parlement, 2022f). When asked about 
the collaboration with the department of Environment, Declerq responded they have been providing 
input in designing policy measures and conducting environmental analyses as they have been doing 
throughout the process. In the same meeting the minister noted progress in a number of areas (e.g. 
the definition of ‘active farmer’, redistributive payments, the definition of conditions for the coupled 
payment for suckler cows, the investment fund) though no details were provided. The left opposition 
complained that insufficient transparency was given on what had already been changed from the draft 
plan and why changes were made. Coalition parties noted that at this stage this could endanger the 
negotiations with the EU. A discussion between left and right parties followed in which the left parties 
but also N-VA noted a real need for addressing the serious concerns on biodiversity and the 
environment effectively, while the christian democrat fraction and the far-right fraction emphasized 
their concern for economic security, and respect for farmers’ work and judgment, though only the far-
right questioning EU environmental ambitions openly. In all of this, the minister sought to reassure 
that he heard the parliamentarians’ concerns, but that he was confident due to their good constructive 
working relationship with the commission that an ambitious and fair plan would be arrived at.  
 
In late fall of 2022 it has become increasingly apparent that there is no shared vision and little 
communication between the Minister Demir and Brouns on multiple issues, particularly after a note 
on the new MAP7 submitted by the administration of the Environment to the EC was leaked (VILT, 29 
10 22b). In response to a question by Mieke Schauvlieghe (Groen), Minister Demir made it publicly 
known that CAP SP had been submitted to the EC by the Department of Agriculture on 18 November 
2022 with coalition partners being informed the day afterwards. Ostensibly enerved, Demir went on 
by saying such uncollegial behavior would never be tolerated from her and warned that any CAP SP 
would need a fitting judgment to be accepted by services under her supervision. Minister Brouns 
declared the following day in Parliament that he acted within the mandate as Minister of Agriculture, 
and that he had followed the procedures outlined by the EU, and the agreements made within the 
coalition government (VILT, 31 11 2022). 
 
3.3.4 Approval and brief overview of the Flemish CAP SP 
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The Flemish CAP SP plan was approved on December 5 2022. Currently (10/12/22) the final plan has 
not been published, as the plan still needs a formal acceptance at the Flemish government level and 
ministerial executive decisions are still being prepared. We base our discussion of the Flemish CAP SP 
on the powerpoint presentation for farmers provided by the Vlaams Ruraal Netwerk in October, 2022 
(Vlaams Ruraal Netwerk, 2022b), the  ‘at the glance’ (EC, 2022b) and financial overview annex 
documents (EC, 2022c) provided by the EC, the clarifications by Minister Brouns in the Commission of 
Agriculture (Vlaams Parlement, e & f) and the press releases by the Boerenbond (Boerenbond, 2022b) 
and Natuurpunt (Natuurpunt, 2022).  
 
In the period 2023-2027 Flanders will receive 1.045 and .339 billion euros in EU support for Pillar 1  and 
Pillar 2 policies respectively (EC, 2022c). Compared to the program period 2014-2020 - 1.691 and .383 
billion euros - this is a relative increase towards pillar 2 payments (from 18 percent to 25 percent of 
the total EU budgets). In addition the Flemish government will provide an additional 272 million euros 
for funding rural development programs. 
 
Going into more detail with regards to the budget allocation, we find that the SP proposal elected to 
go for the minimum amount in eco-scheme payments (25%) and redistributive payments (10%) for 
Pillar 1 payments but to provide 27 million more to young farmers than was minimally required (31.4 
m€). For pillar 2 we find that the majority of the Pillar 2 schemes go to environmental and climate-
related objectives (184 million) which is 65 million euros more than required. Notably, however, 33.5 
million goes to productive investments focusing on other aspects of sustainability (digitalisation, 
entrepreneurship, antibiotics, sector image, animal welfare) and only 67 million euros (20% of total 
pillar 2) goes to multi-annual agro-environmental measures. The remaining 85.5 million euros to 
productive green investments (innovation, entrepreneurship, climate mitigation and adaptation, 
reduction of external inputs, care for soil and water, transition to organic farming). Compared to the 
previous programming period the share of not specifically environmentally oriented productive 
investments has been reduced from 30 percent to 10 percent of the total pillar 2 budget. 
 
Figure C.6: Comparative budget overview of EU pillar 2 support between 2014-2020 and 2023-2027  

      
      

2014-2020 2023-2027       

m€ share m€ share 

total Pillar 1 1691,8 100% 1045,6 100% total Pillar 1 

coupled support 162,6 10% 83,6 8% coupled support 

greening payment 507,5 30% 261,4 25% eco-schemes 

        105,1 10% redistributive support 

additional support for 
young farmers 

33,8 2% 31,4 3% additional support for 
young farmers 

Source: EC, 2022c; Peeters, 2013. 

 

Figure C.7: Comparative budget overview of EU pillar 2 support between 2014-2021 and 2023-2027  

      
      

2014-2022 2023-2027       

m€ share m€ share 

total pillar 2 504,8 100% 339,7 1 total pillar 2 
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LEADER 24,5 5% 25,3 7% LEADER 

Multi-annual Agro-
environmental measures 
(art. 28) 

93,6 19% 67,7 20% Multi-annual Climate-
environmental measures  
(art. 70) 

Organic Farming 8,4 2%   (transferred to Pillar 1) 

VLIF (2A,3A,) 160,8 32% 33,5 10% innovative investments for 
improved sustainablility 
(art. 73) 

VLIF (P4, 5B, 5D) 109,7 22% 83,5 25% productive green 
investments  (art. 74) 

additional support young 
farmers 

NA NA 49,3 15% additional for young 
farmers 

advice and extension 
services 

4,1 1% 17,9 5% advice and extension 
services starters 

Source: EC, 2022C; Vlaams Ruraal Netwerk, 2021. 

 
Compliance with the following GAEC measures is required to be eligible to any Flemish CAP support 
(based on the presentation of the plan that was still subject to change, Vlaams Ruraal Netwerk, 2022b): 

− Climate Change:  

− GAEC 1: maintenance permanent grassland 

− GAEC2: protection of wetlands and peatlands 

− GAEC3: maintenance soil organic matter 

− Water 

− GAEC4: creation of buffers strips along water ways 

− Soil: 

− GAEC5: soil cultivation management 

− GAEC6: minimal soil cover 

− GAEC7: crop rotation on arable land 

− Biodiversity and landscape 

− GAEC8: non-productive elements and area for biodiversity 

− GAEC9&10: protection of ecologically sensitive permanent grassland 
 
Aside from these conditions specific to the CAP, compliance with other European legislations is 
required. As the CAP SP has not been published in its entirety, a detailed comparison of GAECs between 
the previous CAP (2014-2022), the draft CAP SP, and the accepted CAP SP is not part of this report. 
 
The CAP SP foresees a wide menu of annual eco-schemes and multiannual agri-environmental 
measures that farmers are invited to sign up for. The conditions for these schemes and measures are 
set in such a way that both small and big efforts by farmers will be rewarded proportionally. 
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Figure C.8: Overview of Eco-schemes and multi-annual agri-environmental measures as presented by Minister 
Brouns on 18 10 12. Light-green: annual, Dark green: multi-annual. Red frames: farm level conditions instead of 
parcel level 

 
Source: Vlaams Parlement, 18-10-22. 

 

The main changes according to the minister compared to the draft plan included (Vlaams Parlement, 
7 12 2022): 

3 adaptation to GAEC 4 (creation bufferstrips along water ways, now across Flanders), GAEC6 
(minimal soil cover: now at least 80 percent covered), and GAEC7 (crop rotation: every 4 years 
a new crop required) 

4 minimal area eligibility requirement for redistributive and young farmer support abolished 
5 minimal number of suckler cows for coupled payments lowered (10 instead of 14) 
6 eco-scheme bufferstrips: no pesticide and ferilizer application allowed, budget increased 
7 eco-scheme continuation organic farmer: payment amount increased and maximum area cap 

removed and replaced by degressive system 
8 eco-scheme carbon sequestration: minimal level of soil carbon content eligibility requirement 

lowered 
9 eco-scheme local beef breeds turned into multiannual AES 
10 Eco-scheme soil passport: requirement to sign up for another specified eco-scheme added 
11 Eco-scheme biodiversity and climate friendly crops: applicability no longer confined to specific 

areas, rape seed removed from list. 
12 Higher ambitions: 5 % target organic farming instead of 1.77% 

 
The minister was “hopeful and positively-minded” that the approved CAP SP would get a positive fitting 
judgment “given that environmental ambitions have effectively been sharpened”. 
 
The initial reaction of the farmer organizations Boerenbond, ABS and Groene Kring was mostly positive 
as they were relieved subsidies were secured in time. While agreeing with plan’s overall aim to improve 
the environmental impact of Flemish agriculture, the additional mandatory requirements and 
compensation amounts were less well received (Boerenbond, 2022; VILT, 6 12 22). Natuurpunt posted 
a much more critical reaction to the approved plan. The plan was framed as sustaining and promoting 
the same unsustainable intensive agricultural model of the past. Minister Brouns was accused of using 
the limited time available for revising the plan as an excuse to make only minimal adjustments to the 
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draft plan. The organization presented a 10 point improvement program that mostly reiterated 
recommendations made in previous feedback rounds. 
 
3.4 Key discussion points and their political resolution in the CAP Strategic Plan 
We have identified the following discussion points among stakeholders that are pertinent to the 
agriculture and nature relations in Flanders based on our analysis of public reports of the stakeholder 
consultation, public interventions by individual stakeholders or coalitions of stakeholders and policy 
makers. 

− Definition of CAP beneficiaries 

− Environmental ambitions  

− Rubber stamping or gold plating 

− Transparency of the process 
 
As the Flemish CAP SP has only been accepted very recently, this report does not cover a detailed 
analysis of how  these issues were addressed in the Flemish CAP SP. 
 
3.4.1 Definition of CAP beneficiaries 
From the SALV-MINA-raad report (2022): 
 

Farmer organizations: support for ‘professional’ (i.e. not small farmers and other land users 
such as municipalities, nature conservation managers, foresters 
 
Nature organizations: consider small organic farmers for pillar 1 payments, and consider other 
land users for pillar 2 payments. 

 
3.4.2 Environmental ambitions  
From the SALV-MINA-raad report (2022): 

− Farmers organizations: the CAP SP should have its own environmental ambitions in accord with 
the limited budget and necessity to address other sectoral needs. Environmental ambitions 
cannot endanger the social and economic sustainability of the sector These stakeholders make 
an explicit reference to the Triple-P sustainability model 

− Nature organizations: the environmental ambitions of the CAP SP should be set jointly with 
other policy frameworks including in other policy domains (spatial planning, environment). 
Any economic activity promoted or allowed by the plan should respect the ‘environmental 
action space’ available. These stakeholders make an explicit reference to the concentric of 
‘Bull’s Eye’ sustainability model.  

− Environmental agencies (Department of Environment, ANB, VMM, VLM, Commission Water) 
were all critical about the scope and extent of ambitions of the CAP SP, and about the quality 
of the plan-MER 

 
3.4.3 Rubber stamping or gold plating 
SALV & Mina-raad (20ZZ) 

− Farmers organizations: Flemish farmers should not be expected to take measures for the 
environment  that go above and beyond what is expected from other farmers in the EU. Doing 
so would endanger the competitiveness and the social and economic sustainability of Flemish 
agriculture (no gold plating). A number of GAECs as proposed in the draft plan are 
unacceptable. Appreciation for the choice of providing a wide menu of voluntary measures 
giving every farmer the flexibility to do his/her part while also being compensated. The 
payment amounts are however often too small or the requirements too costly to be veritably 
attractive for many farmers. 
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− Nature organizations: farmers should not be supported for taking a range of measures 
required to safeguard a minimal level of environmental quality. Such measures should simply 
be mandatory (included in the GAEC) (polluter pays principle). These stakeholders found that 
the draft failed to put this principle into practice, as the GAEC were too weakly defined. The 
claim that voluntary measures could bridge this gap is dismissed on the grounds that (1) 
participation of farmers cannot be guaranteed and (2) that low conditions for the proposed 
eco-schemes and  agri-environmental measures are limited These stakeholders concluded that 
the draft CAP SP cannot guarantee that a minimum of environmental quality is guaranteed 
due to weak mandatory measures and overreliance on voluntary instruments. Furthermore 
the conditions of multiple voluntary measures are not high enough. There is a real risk of 
providing support to measures that are already taken by farmers and therefore will provide no 
additional benefit to the environment, i.e; it is ‘rubberstamping’. Moreover any behavioral 
change that may result from some of these voluntary schemes is doubted to have a real impact 
as the effectiveness of the required measures is put into doubt (e.g. dietary supplements to 
reduce enteric emissions rather than extensification to mitigate climate change).The 
investment support as it is conceived fails to make the required choice for agroecology and 
extensification and thus fails to put Flemish agriculture on a path to reach ambitions regarding 
climate and biodiversity as investment support sustains current livestock production levels. 
The nature organizations conclude that the plan was written in order to secure sufficient 
subsidies for all farmers and sectors, rather than using it as a key instrument to set in a 
transition. 
 

3.4.4 Lack of transparency and veritable participation  in the process 
Mina-raad (2019) 
 

Natuurpunt and Bond Beter Leefmilieu expressed concern about the lack of transparency in 
the way the administration arrived at the selection of the most pressing needs from the entire 
list. 
 

Boerenbond and Landelijk Vlaanderen (stakeholder organization representing land owners)  
also wished for more transparency but indicated that the prioritization of needs is intrinsically 
a political decision.  
 

SALV & MINA raad (2002) 
 

Farmer organizations: the participatory process that preceded weeded out alternative policy 
strategies. 
 

Nature organizations, Bioforum: alternative strategies need to be considered in the plan-MER, 
as there clearly are such alternatives. A scenario covering a considerable expansion of the 
organic farming area should have been included in the plan-MER.  
 

3.5 Emerging policy positions 
Both the SALV/MINA report (SALV & MINA-raad, 2022) and the public consultation (Departement 
Landbouw & Visserij, 2022b) show, that there existed and continue to exist deep disagreements on 
multiple issues between the nature and alternative agriculture related NGOs often joined by the 
environmental agencies, and the farmer organizations on the other side. Based on an analysis of the 
different ‘forks’ in the SALV/MINA-raad report, we can identify two broad policy positions, which were 
further confirmed by the feedback provided by the individual organizations in the public consultation. 
Remarkably, Bioforum, although most often on the side of the nature organizations, regularly 
abstained from taking a position. 
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3.5.1 Neo-productivist position 
Proponents of this position hold that the CAP should remain agricultural policy, NOT nature 
conservation or environmental policy. As such, the primary beneficiaries should be farmers. 
Furthermore, farmers may contribute to environmental objectives, but the main objective must 
remain food security by supporting farmers’ incomes and sustaining or even increasing agricultural 
production levels. As Flemish farmers have come to depend on high levels of income support, direct 
payments need to be maintained at these levels, and this dependence should not be weaponized 
against farmers. 
 
From this viewpoint then, any support scheme for unproductive ends must be voluntary and reversible 
(i. e. eco-schemes and agri-environmental payments, investment support). Environmental regulation 
is accepted if technology is available that can maintain yields, and if such technological change is 
compensated. In general therefore, compulsory measures, (i.e. GAEC and conditions for greening 
payments) are resisted as they are inflexible, uncompetitive and destabilizing.  
 
The view on agriculture and nature implicit in this position then is that environmental concerns can 
only be tackled if the social and economic interests of the agri-food sector are either not harmed or 
are compensated (triple P model). There is openness for protecting natural species that support 
agricultural production (so-called functional agrobiodiversity) if appropriate technology is made 
available. The inclusion of unproductive nature in areas that have traditionally been used for 
agriculture is however not supported. As with land uses other than agriculture, the benefits of nature 
conservation are put into question and are regularly weighed unfavorably against the social, economic 
and environmental benefits of (intensive) agriculture. Moreover, if the protection of natural areas 
poses constraints on the management of surrounding agricultural areas, financial compensation for 
farmers is demanded. This position is mostly associated with traditional farmers' organizations.  
 
3.5.2 The bull’s eye position 
This position holds respecting environmental thresholds as the key criterion to envisioning nature and 
agricultural development in Flanders, and to evaluate policy plans. Actors adhering to this position 
regularly make an explicit reference to ‘environmental action space’ and the bull’s eye model of 
sustainability. In order to effectively attain a minimal level of environmental quality, an emphasis is 
placed on compulsory measures as behavioral change by farmers can be better guaranteed. It is argued 
that farmers should not be rewarded for doing the bare minimum, based on the polluter pays principle. 
Current cross-compliance and greening measures are considered insufficient, and direct payments are 
considered counterproductive to environmental goals. The sector should therefore be weaned of 
these payments and support should be shifted towards attractive and voluntary pillar 2 support 
schemes. Such voluntary support schemes are to be reserved for farmers that make additional efforts 
(beyond what is necessary to reach acceptable environmental quality). The current investment support 
program should moreover be reformed into a ‘transition fund’ that is aimed at transitioning the food 
system along broadly agroecological lines, implying a marked reduction in livestock numbers. Thus, in 
this position, two types of relationships between nature and agriculture come into play. On the one 
hand, policies should conserve and restore certain natural areas by ensuring that nearby agricultural 
activities don’t harm nature, and by involving relevant land users in these areas (not exclusively 
farmers) in conservation and restoration activities. There is also, however, recognition and 
development of types of biodiversity-friendly types of agriculture even in agriculturally dominated 
areas. The position is associated with the left opposition, particularly the greens, the agroecological 
movement, Forestry and Nature conservation organizations. Notably elements of this position can also 
be found by environmental regulatory agencies and Minister Demir.  
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3.5.3 The pluralist center position 
This position, adopted by the Ministry and Department of Agriculture seeks to appease all stakeholders 
by suggesting that there is and should be space for all types of farming models in Flanders, while 
nonetheless maintaining that the environmental use space should be respected. Rather than choosing 
resolutely for one pathway, farmers and citizens should be allowed to make a choice fit to their 
capacities and preferences. Consequently, the CAP budget needs to support different types of 
development pathways and voluntary instruments are preferred. This middle-of-the-road approach is 
presented as pragmatic and democratic, as opposed to the productivist or bull’s eye discourses that 
present dogmatically one-sided solutions. Through political triangulation then, the discourse seeks to 
overcome disagreements and lower the temperature of the debate. Rather than choosing one social-
technical pathway over another, this position avoids the issue by providing a wide range of voluntary 
measures out of which stakeholders may choose.  Eventual budget allocation and thus the stimulatory 
effect of the CAP towards one or another transition pathway depends - conveniently - then to the 
relative popularity of different schemes among stakeholders, even if policymakers have a role in 
making the options sufficiently attractive.  
 
3.6 Reflection 
As observed by Erjavec (Erjavec et al., 2020), the current CAP reform predominantly centers on 
“changes in the institutional approach and responsibility of agricultural policy and less about changes 
in available policy instruments.” As such, Flemish stakeholders have been given the chance over the 
last few years to rethink agricultural policy and re-tailor it to sectoral needs, by selecting and designing 
the most appropriate instruments and allocating budgets strategically to address the most poignant 
needs. 
 
3.6.1 A new direction for agriculture in Flanders? 
As with most complex and long-running policies, the Flemish CAP SP should not be understood as 
reflecting a single vision for agriculture and natural development in Flanders. It is a result of struggle 
and compromise of mixed interests and muddled normative visions  navigating their way through 
existing bureaucracies, social networks and power positions. There is contingency and subjectivity 
throughout this process. Even so, by comparing the CAP SP with the policy positions that can be tied 
to different interest groups, we can make a tentative conclusion with regards to the ‘newness’ of the 
direction that the CAP SP is taking agriculture and nature development in Flanders towards. The 
reported adaptations to the CAP SP compared to the draft plan indicate that the approved plan is more 
ambitious with regard to environmental quality and organic farming, it puts more mandatory demands 
on farmers. The diverging reactions from key interest groups suggest the effectiveness and equitability 
of the CAP SP remain an area of dispute. 
 
A more detailed comparison between all the proposed objectives, instruments, budgets, and ambition 
levels, and those eventually withheld in the plan surely can bring more clarity on what direction has 
been taken with the CAP SP.  
 
3.6.2 Participatory democracy 
Procedurally, there were from the nature organizations side complaints that the administration 
claimed overall support for the proposed SP. The analysis of the positions taken in the SALV/MINA 
report and public consultation, shows that there remain grave concerns on the proposed plan on either 
side. in theIr public communication farmer organizations convey critical support for the plan, while 
environmental organizations remained very critical (VILT, 2022i; BBL, 2022). From a participatory 
democracy angle, we see that there have been extensive participatory processes set up by the 
agricultural department, and a wide group of stakeholders were consulted to provide feedback on the 
department’s analyses and draft proposals. Even so, this participation was mediated mostly through 
largely hierarchical sector organizations, rather than by individual citizens. This involvement was 
discontinuous and at times insufficiently transparent according to some stakeholders and the 
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parliamentary opposition. In terms of decision-making throughout the process, this remained in the 
hands of the Department of Agriculture and the Ministery of Agriculture. The filtering process, i.e the 
selection of strategic needs and acceptable solutions out of all the propositions, which happened 
behind the closed doors, was barely documented and little argumentation for the choices made was 
provided to the stakeholders or public. This dissatisfaction was voiced particularly among the 
environmental agencies and environmental NGO’s that alternative policy scenarios were not given 
their due consideration. Moreover, the lack of consensus among stakeholders, evident in the 
SALV/Minaraad report and the public consultation, was papered over by the administration as the 
eventual policy position, was presented as the only politically tenable position. Substantive 
participation (Turner, 2014), then, in which all stakeholders are continuously represented, informed 
and make shared decisions which consequences are accepted by all involved, appears to remain far 
away.  
 

4. Case 3: National and Landscape Parks 
As mentioned in the introduction, in 1997, the spatial ambitions and targets for agriculture and nature 
were fixed (see Figure C.8 ) in collaboration with nature and agricultural organizations and during the 
late nineties and early years of 2000, several top-down planning processes were taken to demarcate 
and delineate the zones for agriculture and nature. However, these planning processes encountered 
many difficulties, the spatial goals were not reached and the processes seemed to cause a lot of 
resentment among the actors involved (Leinfelder, 2007). In order to overcome the difficulties in the 
top-down spatial planning processes, the department for Environment and Spatial Development 
started to invest in a new approach, enabling more bottom-up & place-based processes, where local 
stakeholders can participate to tailor the spatial plans to the local needs. This third case focuses on a 
recent initiative, “Flemish Parks”, that calls for bottom-up initiatives to implement spatial, landscape 
and nature related goals set by the department for Environment and Spatial Planning.  
 
4.1 Land use and spatial planning in Flanders 
Flanders is known as a strongly urbanized and very densely populated region. Figure C.7 gives an 
overview of the land use29 in Flanders in 2019. 642.634ha in Flanders is in agricultural use (46% of the 
Flemish land area). Arable land and grasslands dominate land use in Flanders. Just over half of the area 
is used for this purpose. Grassland is a combination of cultivated grassland, natural grassland and 
recreational grassland, and is thus partly used for agriculture and partly of a more natural or 
recreational nature. The third largest category by area is 'houses and gardens'. Housing occupies more 
than 12% of the total Flemish area. Just over 10% of Flanders, almost 140,000ha, is forest according to 
this land use map. Other built-up land occupies 3.3% of Flanders' area. These are plots on which there 
is a building, but where the function of the building could not be ascertained from the data sources 
used. The remaining undeveloped land covers 3.4% of Flanders. Of these plots, we know that no 
building is present, but they were assigned an artificial land use according to the biological evaluation 
map. 
 
Spatial policy and targets in Flanders 
Until today, the government of Flanders is working on its Spatial Policy Plan for Flanders. The Spatial 
Policy Plan is the successor to the Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders, which was developed in 1997. 
This Spatial Structure Plan also set quantitative targets (see Figure C.8) for the increases and decreases 
in surface of the various zoning categories. These targets were agreed upon in collaboration with 
nature and agricultural organizations.  
 

 
29 The land use map is updated every 3 years using the most recent source files. The most recent report is from 
2021 and refers to the 2019 state.  
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The total Natura 2000 area in Flanders is 166,322 ha (12.3% of the Flemish land area) (Vriens et al. 
2021). Figure C.9 gives an overview of the location of the Natura 2000 areas, as well as the Flemish 
Ecological Network (VEN). The delineation of VEN was set by the Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders to 
combat the fragmentation of nature areas and achieve larger and connected habitats for plants and 
animals. 
 
Table 4.1 illustrates that the Spatial Structure Plan for Flanders didn’t reach these targets. 
Furthermore, The Spatial Structure Plan couldn’t respond well to challenges related to climate change, 
the transition to renewable energy and an increasing pressure on open space in Flanders.  
 
Figure C.9: Overview of the land use in Flanders in 2019 

 
Source: Pisman et al., 2021. 
 
Figure C.10: Overview of the spatial targets for zoning categories Nature, Forest, Other green and Agriculture  

Zoning 
category 

Total surface 
1/1/1994 (ha) 

Total surface 
1/1/2007 (ha) 

Total surface 
1/1/2022 (ha) 

Target Spatial 
Structure Plan (ha) 

Nature (VEN) 111.100 122.500 130.300 150.000 

Forest 42.300 44.300 44.600 53.000 

Other green 35.300 34.300 35.300 34.000 

Agriculture 807.600 794.500 783.500 750.000 

Source: Departement Omgeving, 2022b. 
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Figure C.11: Overview of protected nature areas Flanders  

 
Source: geopunt.be 
 
In 2010, the Flemish government started a participatory process to develop a new Spatial Policy Plan 
(Beleidsplan Ruimte Vlaanderen, BRV) in order to formulate new long term goals for a well-considered 
use of space and spatial quality in Flanders. The overall trajectory ran through three milestones which 
were comprised in three reference documents, most notably a Green Paper (2012), a White Paper 
(2016) and the strategic vision on spatial policy (2018) (Departement Omgeving, 2022a). In July 2018 
the Government of Flanders  officially accepted a “Strategic vision on spatial policy for Flanders”. This 
strategic vision on spatial policy for Flanders indicates the future direction for spatial planning in 
Flanders, but is not yet linked to concrete policies, with instruments and objectives to realize that 
vision. With this strategic vision, the Flemish Government aims to introduce a renewed philosophy and 
approach into spatial policy.  It is important to note that strategic vision does not have the status of a 
draft spatial policy plan, it rather offers a basis for government decisions to realize the vision. Until the 
publication of a new Spatial Policy Plan, the spatial targets established in the 1997 Spatial Structure 
Plan remain valid.  Departing from this strategic vision, the department of Environment and Spatial 
Development focuses on stimulating local initiatives to roll out the objectives of the strategic vision of 
BRV (in practice). Good examples are detected and highlighted and pilot projects and testing grounds 
are launched. Support is also provided to get started with local spatial policy planning. In the coalition 
agreement of the current Flemish Government (2019-2024), the establishment of Flemish Parks was 
coined as one of the initiatives to implement its environmental vision. 
 
4.2 Flemish parks  
4.2.1 Introduction  
In 2021, Zuhal Demir, the minister of Environment and Spatial Development, launched the Flemish 
Parks program, in collaboration with the minister of heritage, Matthias Diependaele. They opened a 
call for four new National Parks and three new Landscape Parks. This program approach wants to focus 
on a large-scale, multidisciplinary approach where different policy and governance levels work 
together for a long time through a clear and supported agenda. This is seen as part of the solution to 
the climate and biodiversity crisis. The term “Flemish Park'' is used as an umbrella term for the various 
park statutes in Flanders, in particular the National Parks Flanders, the Landscape Parks Flanders and 
the UNESCO statutes such as Natural World Heritage, Geoparks and Biosphere Reserves. The Flemish 
Parks guarantee quality based on a predetermined policy framework (definition, criteria and 
procedure). Before the status is granted, a procedure must be followed. Through the Flemish Parks 
program, the minister wants to provide quality assurance for these brands. By attaching a policy 
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framework to it, with legal anchorage, coalitions of local stakeholders can be better supported and 
guided.  
A National Park (ANB 2021b) is a recognized, geographically defined area of sufficient size with 
exceptional natural value and international appeal. Management is aimed at achieving sustainable 
protection and development of landscape ecological processes and associated ecosystems, habitats 
and species together with the area coalition. The unique natural environment, landscape and heritage 
offer opportunities for tourist recreational development and promotion, but always within the carrying 
capacity of nature and its surroundings. The National Park Program emphasizes nature and biodiversity 
and wants to establish a handful of National Parks with international appeal. In the longer term, these 
areas should form a nature core of 10,000 hectares in size, and be sufficiently robust to sustainably 
protect their exceptional nature. Although not officially mentioned in the policy documents, in this 
National Park initiative there is little space for (conventional) agriculture.  
 
A Landscape Park (VLM 2021) is an area with a distinct landscape quality, in which an integrated vision 
provides space for recreation, nature, agriculture, housing, business and tourism. It aims to enhance 
landscape identity and quality into a landscape with international appeal. A strong operation of a 
supported coalition from an integrated vision is the central driving force. The Landscape Park program 
offers a policy framework for place-based, integrated regional development initiatives that invest in 
nature, landscape and related social services. The landscape park program should become an engine 
for regional development, through tourist-recreational development, employment and both public 
and private investments.  
 
4.2.2 Flemish Park policy framework 
The Flemish Government, under the coordination of Nature and Forest Agency (ANB) and the Flemish 
Land Agency (VLM), worked out a policy framework for "National Parks Flanders" and "Landscape 
Parks" together with the Flanders Heritage Agency, the Department for Environment and Spatial 
Development and Tourism Flanders. The Flemish Park policy framework describes the criteria, the 
selection procedure, financing and the planned management model. Figure C.10 gives an overview of 
the differences for the National and Landscape Parks. 
 
Figure C.12: Overview of objectives, criteria process, guidance, policy framework, financing of the Flemish Parks 

 National Parks Landscape Parks 

Objectives  1. Protect and enhance the Park's special 
biodiversity as well as the underlying 
ecological structures and associated 
processes 

2. Protect cultural values of the Park 
including heritage values, scenic 
qualities 

3. Develop and promote tourism and 
recreation in and around the park 
creating added value for the place, local 
communities, business owners and 
visitors, but without exceeding the 
carrying capacity and with attention to 
distribution in time and space.   

4. Contribute, through principles of co-
creation, to the sustainable economic 
and social development of the resident 
community and entrepreneurs in the 
immediate vicinity of the Park.     

1. Provide space for recreation, nature, 
agriculture, housing, business and 
tourism from an integrated vision  

2. Strengthen and restore the landscape 
identity and quality  

3. Realize European and Flemish policy 
goals  

4. Offer a unique experience of the 
landscape and the region to both local 
inhabitants and domestic and foreign 
visitors  

5. Stimulate a dynamic cooperative 
approach 
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Criteria for 
selection 

1. Scale and coherence: min 5.000ha 
nature, with the possibility to expand to 
an area of 10.000ha, boundaries 
determined by landscape ecology 

2. Nature qualities 
3. Unique experience value 
4. Coalition tailored to the region 

1. Scale and coherence: min 10.000ha, 
boundaries determined by landscape 
ecology  

2. Landscape qualities 
3. Unique experience value  
4. Coalition tailored to the region 

Process  1. Open call for local coalitions + selection  
2. Plan phase: guidance of local coalitions in the development of masterplan + 

operational plan 
3. Evaluation phase: assessment of plans by jury  

Guidance 
team  

- Nature: ANB (lead) + INBO  
- Environment and spatial development: 

VLM + Department for Environment and 
Spatial Development 

- Heritage: Flanders Heritage Agency  
- Tourism & Leisure: Tourism Flanders 

- Environment and spatial development: 
VLM (lead) +  Department for 
Environment and Spatial Development 

- Nature: ANB + INBO  
- Heritage: Flanders Heritage Agency 
- Tourism & Leisure: Tourism Flanders + 

Sport Flanders 
- Agriculture: department Agriculture + 

ILVO  
- Provincial representation: VVP 

Policy 
framework  

Ministerial decree (developed by ANB + VLM) accepted by the Government of 
Flanders on October 21st 2022 

Financing  VLM + ANB + Flanders Heritage Agency + Department for Environment and Spatial 
Development + Tourism Flanders 

Source: authors’ compilation 
 
Criteria for selection  
The objectives for the National Parks and Landscape Parks are different, resulting in different criteria 
for selection. For the criteria scale and coherence the National Park candidate areas need to have at 
least 5.000 ha of nature, with the possibility to expand this to an area of 10.000 ha of nature. The 
Landscape Parks need to be at least 10.000 ha. Boundaries for both Flemish Parks need to be 
determined by landscape ecology rather than administrative boundaries.  
 
National Parks candidates need to describe the nature qualities of their areas, by describing the system 
quality of the abiotic processes of the National Park as well as the current natural values. At least 50% 
of the nature core of the area needs to be a nature reserve, managed by a certified nature 
management plan30 with ecological ambitions of the highest category. Furthermore, 50% of the nature 
core needs to be biologically (very) valuable; this nature value is determined by a reference map 
presented by the Department for Environment and Spatial Development (ANB 2021a).  
Landscape Park candidates need to describe the landscape quality of their areas, by combining 
qualitative and quantitative criteria. For the quantitative criteria they have to provide numbers that 
can be checked on referential maps presented by the Department for Environment and Spatial 
Development. The candidate areas need to have at least 35% heritage under the form of cultural 
historic landscape and other heritage; 70% of the area needs to be open space; and at least 15% of the 
surface needs to be nature. Finally, there has to be a high degree of interwovenness of various open 
space functions (agriculture, nature, forest, water recreation) (VLM 2021). The assessment of the 

 
30 A Nature Management Plan is a policy instrument of the Nature and Forestry Agency that describes the main 
values of an area both for ecological, social and economic function and makes informed choices about the 
important objectives for this area. It contains the nature objectives and management measure to reach these 
objectives. 
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degree of interwovenness should be based on a referential map that shows the interwovenness of 
agriculture and nature. 
 
Every National and Landscape Park candidate needs to offer a unique experience value, by providing 
a strong and appealing story on the Park, that expresses its identity and uniqueness. This Unique Selling 
Position attracts visitors as well as residents, while respecting the natural and social boundaries and 
capacity of the area. 
 
Finally, every National and Landscape Park candidate needs to be supported by a local coalition, 
consisting of relevant local and regional stakeholders, representative for the area. There should be one 
coordinating partner, a number of core partners who have signed a statement for engagement to the 
project and also several supporting partners. The local coalitions have to contain local and provincial 
authorities, organizations of civil society and (groups of) participating land owners/managers who 
own/manage at least 200 ha within the Park.  
 
Selection procedure  
Phase 1: April 2021 – January 2022: open call + selection  
The open call for National Parks and Landscape Parks was launched on April 19th 2021 and candidates 
could submit a concept note until mid September 2021, after which an independent jury of 
(inter)national experts assessed the concept notes. 13 coalitions have submitted a concept note for 
Landscape Parks and 10 coalitions submitted concept notes for National Parks. The jury selected 7 
Landscape Parks and 6 National Parks for phase 2. In January 2022 the decision of the jury was 
communicated to all local coalitions. 
 
Figure C.13: Selected coalitions for National Parks (red arrows) and Landscape Parks (blue arrows)    

 
Source: Natuurenbos (https://www.natuurenbos.be/nationaleparkenvlaanderen) 
 
Phase 2: January 2022 – December 2022: planning phase + guidance  
These coalitions have received a budget of 100.000€ and entered a guidance process for the 
preparation of a master plan and operational plan. A master plan is a coherent and attractive story 
with a good foundation of current values, describing the existing potential and a clear vision and 
ambition to perpetuate, strengthen and further develop it. The operational plan entails the concrete 
translation of the master plan for the first 5 years, by listing SMART objectives and actions. At the end 
of the guidance process, by the beginning of 2023, all candidates have to submit their master plan and 
operational plan.  
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The guidance process entails several (online and physical) meetings and field visits, where the local 
coalitions receive training and information on specific topics, like the landscape biography 
methodology, tips and tricks to write a capturing story for the parks and participatory methods to 
involve several stakeholders. The organization and content of the guidance process is different for the 
National Parks and Landscape Parks, as is the guidance team. For the National Parks there is a 
departmental consultation group with representation of nature, environment & rural development, 
heritage and tourism & leisure. For the Landscape Parks there is a program team with representation 
of nature, environment & rural development, agriculture, heritage, tourism & leisure and the 
provinces.   
 
Phase 3: March 2023 – December 2023:  evaluation and recognition  
A jury with (inter)national experts will then again assess the master and operational plans of all 
coalitions. They will select 3 National Parks and 3 Landscape Parks, which will in a final step, in mid-
2023, receive the actual recognition as a National or a Landscape Park. 
 
Policy framework  
The active establishment of guidance and further rollout of the Flemish Parks is coordinated and 
financed by  the Flemish Land Agency (VLM), Nature and Forest Agency (ANB), Flanders Heritage 
Agency, Department for Environment and Spatial Development and Tourism Flanders. The 
establishment of the Flemish Parks was included in the Flemish coalition agreement, which laid out 
the policy decisions for the 2019-2024 legislature. All coalition parties agreed upon this coalition 
agreement: CD&V, NV-A, Open VLD.  
 
VLM and ANB have developed a policy framework in the form of a Ministerial Decree that guarantees 
decretal and legal anchorage to both the National and the Landscape Parks. This Ministerial Decree 
was accepted by the Government of Flanders on October 21st 2022. After the selection of 4 National 
Parks and 3 Landscape Parks by the jury, these 7 Flemish Parks will be officially recognized.  
 
4.3 Political and societal debate on the Flemish Parks  
At the launch of the Flemish Parks program, the minister Environment and Spatial Development 
presented this initiative as the concrete implementation of the Flemish coalition agreement to make 
more space for nature.  “If we have to make 1 more compromise on nature, it is that there is hardly 
any compromise left to make. Statements that Flanders is too small for this must be consigned to the 
trash can. We are going to make space!” (VILT 2021a). 
 
Reactions from agricultural and other political stakeholders followed soon, with questions and 
concerns about several topics. The most heard reaction from the agricultural sector is the fear of yet 
another negative impact on the (spatial) development possibilities for the farming sector in Flanders 
(VILT 2021b,c). Farmers’ organizations like Boerenbond and ABS complained that farmers and farming 
organizations were not involved in the preparation of the Flemish Park call, stating that “Thousands of 
hectares of additional forest and nature cannot be created just anywhere without ending up in 
agricultural areas. The National Parks would start with an area of 5,000 hectares, which is already not 
negligible, and in the longer term should grow to a nature core of 10,000 hectares. Not obvious, then, 
and unpalatable to the agricultural sector today. We would inevitably face the impact on our activities 
by the additional protected nature and reserves.” Although the minister of Environment and Spatial 
Development has clearly emphasized that the Parks Program wants to create opportunities without 
imposing additional spatial or legal restrictions, almost all political parties also expressed concerns 
about this form of “insidious” decision-making where the long term impact of these Flemish Parks is 
unclear at the establishment. Especially CD&V mentioned the possible legal and spatial impacts of 
these new demarcations, referring to earlier zoning of Special Protection Zones for Natura 2000, which 
at the time was announced to be “zoning without spatial impact” but now forms the basis for the PAS 
(Vlaams Parlement 2021a, 2022a). All political parties therefore expressed the need for a more intense 
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participation by agricultural stakeholders in the local coalitions as well as in the development of the 
decree and the guidance process (Vlaams Parlement 2022a). 
 
The farmers’ organizations denounce the fact that there is still no Spatial Policy Plan for Flanders and 
that the department of Environment and Spatial Development seems to no longer want to wait for the 
completion of this process (VILT 2021b,c). For ABS, “additional areas of green space or mixed areas of 
heritage green space-agriculture are out of the question as long as there is no clear commitment to a 
sustainable spatial plan for the agricultural sector.” For Boerenbond, this is “an example of policy 
through project calls without that policy being capped by a government decision or political 
consensus, without a legally certain framework with criteria and objectives.” They argue that "a few 
local actors can take control and develop spatial visions to achieve the ambitious goals on the ground. 
Without public research, without consultation and without public participation."  
 
These discussions relate to old and new debates about the spatial planning policy in Flanders, 
especially the discussions around zoning for agriculture and nature. The above-mentioned 
resentment among local actors in top-down spatial planning processes can be explained by a so-called 
‘legacy of mistrust’ in the agricultural sector as a result of repeated damage of trust by reversing 
decisions or agreements, as well as the lack of mutual understanding on the sector-specific 
operational context and its needs and opportunities. The legacy of mistrust refers to various, 
successive evolutions in spatial policy, each of which had a negative effect on either the total 
agricultural area or the operational context of the farm. In the past, spatial planning policy in Flanders 
mainly focused on urban development and vision development for the urbanized areas, while open 
space was just the ‘green’ and the ‘yellow’ on the zoning maps without further envisioning. Agriculture 
was seen as ‘residual space’ that all too often was used for other functions (e.g. zone for residential 
expansion). Moreover, the given that anyone can buy land zoned for farming in combination with the 
many possible exceptions related to that zoning category (e.g. for functional changes where for 
instance a farmstead can become a house/b&b/wellness/restaurant etc) heavily contributed to the 
transformation of Flanders rural spaces. As a result, productive land was lost for the development of 
industry and buildings, but also a quite substantial part was transformed into nature and forests.  
 
Discussions on the potential for farmers in the Flemish Parks mainly focused on the possibilities these 
could offer for agroecological or multifunctional agriculture and local food chains. There seemed to be 
an implicit assumption that the Parks offer few opportunities for conventional agricultural models.  
 

5. Comparative analysis and general reflections 
As outlined in the introduction, we apply the Policy Arrangement framework (Arts et al., 2006; 
Liefferink, 2006) for analyzing our three cases. In Figure C.12, an overview is given of the three cases, 
structured along the policy arrangement dimensions of actors, resources, discourse and rules of the 
game.  By listing the cases next to each other, similarities and differences between the cases become 
apparent, in terms of the characteristics of the developing policy arrangements in these different policy 
domains. Each of the three cases highlights a unique aspect of the nature-agriculture interaction. In 
the first case of nitrogen pollution, environmental and nature policies impose restrictions on 
agriculture and agricultural policy. The second case of the CAP strategic plan deals with the extent to 
which agricultural policy takes measures to include nature and environment in agriculture. The third 
case of landscape parks deals with the territorial division between agriculture and nature, including 
discussions about the participation of local farmers and legal certainty.  
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Figure C.14: Policy Arrangement framework applied to our three cases 

 Nitrogen pollution CAP strategic plan Flemish Parks 

Actors Initiative: ministerial 
cabinet environment and 
spatial development 
Civil society organizations 
Research 
Government agencies 
Judges 

Initiative: ministerial 
cabinet agriculture 
Civil society organizations 
Research 
Government agencies 

Initiative: ministerial 
cabinet environment and 
spatial development 
Government agencies 
Civil society organizations 
Local authorities 
 

Resources Litigation 
Policy budget 
Public consultation 

Dominant stakeholder: 
agriculture 
Process control 

Policy through program 
approach 
Policy budget 
Guidance 

Discourses Nature conservation 
Agroecology 
Modernization and eco-
effiency 

Neo-Productivist 
Bull’s eye 
Centrist Pluralism 

Nature conservation 
Arcadian landscapes 
Place-based, 
multifunctional 

Rules of the 
game 

Administrative 
Expert-based 
Juridical 
Inter-cabinet deliberation 

Directive on CAP national 
plans: Subsidiarity 
Formal participation 
Intervention logic 
Administrative 

Bottom-up participation 
Guidance 
Coalition agreement + 
Ministerial Decree 
 

Source: authors’ compilation 
 
5.1 Rules of the game  
Firstly, in all three cases, the policy initiative lies with the cabinet of the minister, respectively the 
minister of Environment and Spatial Development for the first and the third case, and the minister of 
Agriculture for the second case. Other than in, for instance, the Netherlands or the United Kingdom, 
the minister consults with his or her ministerial cabinet for the first policy advice and policy 
preparation, rather than consulting civil servants from the administration (Vancoppenolle and Brans, 
2004). The cabinets hold the initiative over the policy process, in consultation with other actors such 
as government agencies and stakeholder organizations. Difficult policy decisions are taken on the level 
of the Flemish government, but usually, these government decisions are preceded by ‘inter-cabinet 
deliberation’, in which cabinet staff of different ministers consults and debates certain issues among 
each other.  
 
A major difference between the cases lies in the extent to which the parameters of the policy making 
are set by EU legislation. In the case of nitrogen pollution, it is European legislation (the Nitrates 
Directive and the Habitats Directives) forcing the Flemish government to tighten environmental 
legislation imposed on farmers, in order to meet the directives’ goals. In the case of the CAP strategic 
plan, rules were established on how these strategic plans were to be drawn up by MS and evaluated 
by the Commission (2021/2115) in order to obtain CAP subsidies, and budget parameters were set for 
the different interventions. Finally, the case of Landscape parks differs from the two other cases in that 
policy pressure is significantly less, in part because spatial planning is not an EU competence. In other 
words, the policy design space and pressure on the Flemish government differed for the three cases.  
 
In the case of nitrogen emissions, the juridical assessment on the policy compliance with the EU 
Directives, along with the highly complex measurement and impact assessments of nitrogen emissions, 
contributed to the heavy reliance on scientific and legal expert-judgments, and less so on stakeholders 
or the general public for policy design. 
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In the case of the CAP SP, the EU directive on the strategic plans has a number of stipulations with 
regard to the procedures to be followed in the plan (evidence-based SWOT analysis and objective 
definition, a certain degree of stakeholder participation, impact assessment of proposed interventions, 
etc.). These stipulations posed heavy administrative burdens on the involved departments. However, 
there were no binding environmental or economic targets set by the EU, giving policymakers more 
negotiation room in terms of budget allocation, priority setting and so on. The result is  a plan that is 
criticized for failing to meet environmental targets and being unfair to farmers. In Flanders, the 
creation of a strategic plan put a heavy burden on a department strained for resources. Insufficient 
capacity for policy analysis and design at government level may therefore also partly explain why the 
new SP appears to be an amalgam of existing policy instruments that were reframed to fit the language 
and intervention logic required by the EU.  
 
In the case of the Flemish parks, the Ministry and Department of Spatial Planning, with a lead role 
taken by the two agencies that are related to this policy domain, ANB and VLM, had much more 
discretion in setting procedural rules. As earlier initiatives at the Flemish level had run into a dead-end, 
the organizations in charge in consultation with other agencies and stakeholder organizations opted 
for a bottom-up approach in which the initiative for making plans was placed at the local level. Even 
so, the objectives, criteria for selection, the selection and guidance process and the policy framework 
were set top-down in a Flemish parks program included in the coalition agreement of the Flemish 
government and later in a Ministerial Decree.  
 
5.2 Actors & Resources 
First and foremost, governmental and party political organizations play a key role in all these cases. As 
long as there is a broad agreement, the center-right parties have governmental power (discretion over 
budgets, agenda setting, etc.) at least up until the next elections. The leftist and far-right parties are 
largely unable to affect the policy processes directly, and have to resort to other strategies (social 
media appearances, mobilizing membership, parliamentary interventions etc.).  
 
While a coalition government, the fact that the Ministries of Environment and Spatial Planning and the 
Department of Agriculture are led by Ministers from different parties, has certainly affected the nature 
and depth of coordination and collaboration between the Departments and the associated agencies. 
For the different cases, the Flemish government has different capacity to determine the policy 
outcome due to EU regulations. In the cases of nitrogen pollution and CAP strategic plan, there are 
mainly Flemish government departments and agencies involved, while for the case of the Flemish Parks 
there is also involvement of local authorities, like provinces and municipalities.  
 
In terms of non-governmental actors involved in these different cases, we see some actors present in 
debates on all three cases: Farmers’ organizations, environmental and nature conservation agencies, 
agroecological movement, … Other actors are relevant in only specific cases: tourism sector (Flemish 
Parks), large industry organizations (nitrogen), research institutes (VITO for nitrogen, ILVO for CAP &  
Flemish Parks, INBO for Flemish Parks). In the case of the Flemish Parks, local actors like individual 
farmers and landowners are involved.   
 
The diverging involvement of these stakeholders is partly related to their ability and responsibility to 
participate within these cases, which depends on the rules set, but of course also on the different 
stakes that these actors have in these cases. 
 
The farmers organizations, in particular Boerenbond, are part of the neo-corporatist consult that is 
specifically operational in the domain of agriculture. It is a well-resourced organization that not only 
leverages its substantial private research capacity, but also its historically built up political access to 
receive timely information about political issues and agenda setting possibilities that are particularly 
evident in the policy domain of agriculture (Crivits, 2016). In terms of relative power, we can see that 
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the traditional farmers organizations have much more weight in the CAP SP than they have in the 
nitrogen emissions case or in the Flemish parks case as other (more) important economic interests 
exerted influence (large-scale industry and transportation sector for nitrogen case, and the tourism 
and  small-business sectors for the Flemish Parks case).  
 
The nature organizations have gained influence first in the environmental domain, and then later also 
in the spatial planning and agricultural domain and as such, have established themselves as an essential 
part of the neo-corporatist consult. As members of both the MINA council and the SALV the nature 
organizations have a privileged position in reviewing policy plans, and power to request research.  
 
Furthermore there also appears to be a “rotating door” or network of affiliation - such as between 
Boerenbond, CD&V and the Department of Agriculture, between environmental organizations, 
environmental agencies, and the Greens and segments of the N-VA.  These organizations have 
developed increasing expertise to challenge political decisions. In the nitrogen case, it was Natuurpunt, 
together with other environmental NGOs, that successfully deployed its litigation capacities.  
 
In terms of the capacity of stakeholders to weigh in on the policy making process, we note a divergence 
between the cases that ties into how the rules of the game are set. In the nitrogen case, organizations 
with legal and scientific expertise were particularly empowered (which includes research institutes and 
governmental agencies, but also the large nature conservation and farmer organizations). In the CAP 
SP process, a wider set of stakeholders were empowered, though to a limited extent. While the 
bottom-up approach of the Flemish Parks was designed to place initiative to local coalitions, consisting 
of local authorities, civil society organizations and private actors, the application procedures have likely 
deterred some local coalitions from submitting a proposal. In this case, local authorities, mainly 
municipalities, have used their political power to question the limited involvement of local authorities 
in some of the coalitions.  
 
5.3 Discourses 
Three discourses can be discerned to play a role in the nitrogen case. Firstly, the discourse dominating 
the European Habitats Directive, and also embodied by nature and environmental NGOs, is the ‘nature 
conservation’ discourse. This discourse puts a strong emphasis on conserving (and in some cases 
restoring) habitats and species that are considered typical for the region. The agroecological discourse, 
among others advocated by the organic farming sector, seeks a more active role for agriculture in 
nature conservation and argues that solving environmental externalities related to farming requires a 
profound transition of agriculture. Lastly, the dominant discourse of mainstream agricultural interest 
groups is one of modernization and eco-efficiency, emphasizing the low environmental impact of 
Flemish agricultural produce by the unit of product, and the risks of offshoring environmental damage 
in case of lower agricultural production in Flanders.  
 
For the CAP, three policy positions were identified in this report that can also be viewed as part of 
broader discourses in the agricultural policy domain. Two positions that present define themselves in 
opposition to each other, and a third discourse that triangulates these postions: proponents of the 
neo-productivist position hold that the CAP should remain agricultural policy, not nature conservation 
or environmental policy. As such, the primary beneficiaries should be farmers. Environmental 
regulation is accepted if technology is available that can maintain yields, and if such technological 
change is compensated. The view on agriculture and nature implicit in this position then is that 
environmental concerns can only be tackled if the social and economic interests of the agri-food sector 
are either not harmed or are compensated (triple P model). Opposed to this position the bull’s eye 
position places an emphasis on compulsory measures to ensure effectiveness (implementation is 
guaranteed) and to attain a minimal level of environmental quality, with an explicit reference to 
‘environmental action space’ or bull’s eye model. Current cross-compliance and greening measures 
are considered insufficient, and direct payments are considered counterproductive to environmental 
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goals. Public support should be shifted towards attractive and voluntary pillar 2 support schemes. The 
current investment support program should be reformed to a ‘transition fund’ that is aimed at 
transitioning the food system along broadly agroecological lines, implying a marked reduction in 
livestock numbers. Implicit in this position we find an alliance between a consvervationist and arcadian 
views on agriculture and nature. The third position, which we termed the pluralist centre discours, 
seeks to triangulate the two former positions and appease all stakeholders by suggesting that there is 
and should be space for all types of farming models in Flanders while nonetheless maintaining that the 
environmental use space should be respected. Rather than choosing resolutely for one pathway, 
farmers and citizens should be allowed to make a choice fit to their capacities and preferences. 
Consequently, the CAP budget needs to support different types of development pathways and 
voluntary instruments are preferred. This middle-of-the-road approach is presented as pragmatic and 
democratic, as opposed to the neo-productivist or bull’s eye discourses that present dogmatically one-
sided solutions. The view on agriculture and nature is a liberal functionalist one. 
 
For the Flemish parks, different discourses were used by the minister and department of Environment 
and Spatial Development. At the launch of the Flemish Parks program there was a very strong focus 
on nature conservation and making space for nature. In further communication and discussion, there 
seemed to be more differentiation between National and Landscape Parks, with the nature 
conservation discourse as dominant for the National Parks. The Landscape Parks were then mainly 
framed through arcadian landscape, heritage and multifunctional discourses, focusing on the 
landscape quality and interweaving of agriculture, nature, heritage and tourism in the areas. 
Discussions on the potential for farmers in the Flemish Parks mainly focused on the possibilities these 
could offer for agroecological and multifunctional agriculture and local food chains. This potential for 
local farmers should be considered tailored to the specific area, its spatial conditions and the profile 
of the farmers. Until now, climate robust landscape discourses, as well as the modernization and eco-
efficiency discourses were almost absent in the debate on the Flemish Parks. 
 

6. Conclusions and perspectives 
With the recent policy developments we described in this report, the tension between agriculture and 
nature in Flanders has not been resolved. All three cases are illustrations of fragmented and 
compartmentalized policy making, and traditionally opposing actor coalitions articulating opposing 
views. Nitrogen deposition and nitrate pollution in surface and ground waters are both symptoms of 
the Flemish nutrient problem, yet they continue to be treated separately in policymaking. Mistrust 
between the policy domains of agriculture and nature and spatial planning persists on various levels, 
including politics, administration, and civil society, hindering the policy action space needed to align 
Flemish agriculture with its environmental goals. In particular, the nitrogen pollution case seems like 
another attempt to fit the agricultural status quo into environmental goals, without actively exploring 
new models of agriculture that reconcile the social and economic interests of farmers with 
environmental targets, nature conservation, and nature development.  
 
Internal political pressure from nature/environmental organizations (emboldened and amplified by 
external pressure from the EU Commission and the court) has mounted greatly on the coalition 
government to take action. Even so, the willingness to allocate budgets or take necessary measures is 
constrained among the coalition partners in the Flemish government. While there are procedural and 
budgetary limitations on the policy instruments that can be deployed by the Flemish government to 
enact synergies between agricultural and nature interests, the Flemish government has the discretion 
to raise or lower certain revenue streams and shift budgets, in order to compensate and reward 
behavioral change as it sees fit to accomplish a transition. However, the process of policymaking 
continues to be influenced by power play among different interests, some of which defend the 
maintenance of current agricultural (livestock) production levels, which hinders policies that synergize 
nature and agriculture.  
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Via the use of the policy arrangement approach we illustrated how the relationship between nature 
and agriculture is reproduced within several institutional arrangements who both interact and 
counteract. Key stakeholders related to civil society, policy and politics are represented within these  
different arrangements but interest group politics still takes center stage. Although there are calls as 
well as effective openings for a more participatory democratic, systemic and integral form of policy, 
such as exemplified within the CAP SP and the Flemish parks, existing political routines still favor 
bargaining and the political representation of specific societal segments and social groups (i.e. ‘nature’ 
and ‘agriculture’). This defensive, sectorial and strategic form of interest articulation has been part and 
parcel in the political arena of agriculture and nature since the 1990s, and seems to be only 
strengthened by rather conflictual party political dynamics that characterize Flanders.  
 
Within this very constrained environmental action space in Flanders then, it would seem then that 
actual “policy design space” (i.e. the willingness and ability of policy makers to come up with budgets 
and policy instruments to re-allocate and develop productive resources, as well as re-define existing 
use rights of producers) has not been sufficient to resolve these issues neither effectively, according 
to nature organizations, nor equitably, according to farmer organizations. Even so, we also identified 
some developments that provide ways out of the gridlock. In the case of landscape parks, policymakers 
gave more leeway to stakeholder participation and area-oriented developments. The new CAP 
strategic plan takes considerable steps towards more stakeholder participation. Furthermore, actions 
aimed at greening Flemish agriculture are made more conditional, with the aim of improving their 
effectiveness.   
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1 Introduction 
August 2018 : French Environment Minister Nicolas Hulot announces his resignation, citing 
disappointment with the lack of progress on climate and other environmental goals.  This 
departure occurs after the government said it would relax hunting laws, a measure considered 
as aimed at boosting Macron’s appeal in rural areas. Two days after Hulot’s announcement, 
Matthieu Orphelin, a deputy close to N. Hulot31, declares « One option may be to innovate and 
to merge the ministries of Agriculture and Environment in the same ministry ». 
 
November 2021: the editorial staff of several French newspapers receive a rather strange press 
release. Signed jointly by the French Fédération Nationale des Syndicats d’Exploitants Agricoles 
(FNSEA)32 and the Ministry of Agriculture and Food, it announces the merger of the two 
structures within the same administration. This, of course, was a joke, initiated by NGO 
Extinction Rebellion, and designed to condemn the unduly influence of FNSEA in public decisons, 
and the room left to the industrialized agriculture model33. 
 

This event and this anecdote clearly illustrate the way relationships between agriculture and 
environnement are structured in France. The decision-making process as far as agriculture is 
concerned, is charcaterized by the “co-management” with agricultural interest groups represented by 
FNSEA. Thus, French agricultural policy has long been characterized by what some authors like Pierre 
Muller, in a well known book entitled Le Technocrate et le Paysan (The Technocrat and the Peasant) 
has described a « French style neocorporatism » (Muller, 1984). In this policy some interest groups and 
professional organizations derive power from a privileged relationship with the State, which allow 
them to get some rather formal and official participation in public policymaking. 
 
1.1 Agriculture : still a world apart despite the end of the “golden age of co-management 
After the FNSEA’s quasi monopoly on representation untill the 1980s, the following decades have seen 
the progressive assertion of the Confédération Paysanne (created in 1987)  and the Coordination 
Rurale (created in 1994) and the spreading of their proposals, As analyzed by Ivan Bruneau, with the 
airing of their grievances with “the majority unions,” the steady increase in the number of slates they 
run in Chamber of Agriculture elections, and the stabilization of this two-way opposition at around 
40% of the vote since 200, the "majority union" does not seem to have the same capacity to impose 
its claim to representing the alleged unity, and community of interests, of the agricultural world 
(Bruneau, 2009, 2013). 
 
Thus we can say that ‘The golden age of co-management’34   has ended after the 80's and FNSEA does 
not have an exclusive relationship with the State anymore.  This started with the recognition of 
minority unions as Edith Cresson was Minister (1981 - 1983), and then the monopoly on representation 
has been undermined by a decree in February 1990 granting a "national representativity" to unions 

 
31 Member of Parliament and at this moment member of Emmanuel Macron’s party, La République En Marche, 
Matthieu Orphelin left LREM in 2019. 
32 FNSEA is a powerful french farmer’s trade union. As we will explain, it has been the co-manager, together with 
large sections of the French State, of France’s agricultural system for the past 50 years. Created in 1946, FNSEA 
has by far remained the largest farmers’ union in France, with its young farmers’ branch Centre National des 
Jeunes Agriculteurs (CNJA – now JA). Key to the union's power are the local agricultural chambers, who provide 
very important services to farmers such as navigating CAP subsidies and providing technical support and training. 
33 FNSEA’s position on Green Deal or on the Farm to Fork and Biodiversity Strategies has been hostile from the 
start (Corporate Europe, 2020).  
34 As described by Coulomb, 1990: 163. The years 1971-1976 were characterised by the reinforcement of the 
partnership between the executive branch and FNSEA leadership and by the strong convergence of the positions 
defended by Michel Debatisse, FNSEA president, and Jacques Chirac, first as Minister of Agriculture (July 1972 to 
May 1974), then as Prime Minister (May 1974 to August 1976).  
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getting more than 15% of the votes in at least 25 departments. It has been hard for FNSEA's leaders to 
admit the presence of their opponents in joint action bodies such as Production Management Offices 
(Offices de gestion des productions) or National Agricultural Development Agency (Agence Nationale 
du Développement Agricole) (Bruneau, p. 218).  In 2004, ANDA, and the Fund it used managed, 
(dedicated to the funding of agricultural development and technical support) was replaced by  a 
"special account"10 of the Ministry in charge of agriculture: the Special Account for Agricultural and 
Rural Development (CASDAR), fed by a tax on agricultural gross income, with a fixed share per farm, 
and a variable share. Whereas ANDA was piloted by agricultural unionism, CASDAR is led by the 
services of the Ministry in charge of Agriculture. 
 
But even if the close relationship between the Ministry and FNSEA as a single interlocutor is no longer 
current, FNSEA remains the very privileged interlocutor at the national level and still has an important 
power of influence. FNSEA can still rely on a greater number of members than its competitors, still gets 
control over nearly all the Chambers of Agriculture, and is supported by specialized by product 
federations and inter-branch, sector organizations. The fact that union pluralism recognition by 
succeeding governments since 80’s has not led to any fundamental questioning of the role of FNSEA 
has been underlined by scholars (Keeler, 1987; Sheingate, 2001). According to Adam D. Sheingate, the 
FNSEA remains hegemonic and French institutions are still not oriented towards the representation of 
pluralistic interests, in particular because of the strong power of reprisals it holds. According to 
Bertrand Hervieu and François Purseigle, co-management has somehow been replaced a complex 
institutional arrangement, structured around what he calls « the Big Four » :  

− FNSEA and specialized organizations; FNSEA has a triple structure : local ; by farmer types ; by 
product types. 

− The Centre National des Jeunes Agriculteurs (National Center for Young Farmers), which in 
2001 took the name of "Jeunes Agriculteurs", which played an important role in the 
modernization policy of French agriculture in the 1960s. 

− Mutual and cooperative organizations (Coop de France, Crédit Agricole, Mutualité Sociale 
Agricole, etc.) 

− The Chambers of Agriculture, created by the law of 3 January 1924, are composed of members 
elected by professionals. They have the status of public establishments and have an advisory 
power on agricultural issues, and have a mission of expertise, advice, training and research 
and development. The presidents of the departmental and regional chambers are members of 
the Permanent Assembly of Chambers of Agriculture (Assemblée permanente des Chambres 
d’Agriculture - APCA) which, according to the Rural Code, is the advisory and representative 
body for the general and special interests of agriculture. The privatisation of agricultural 
consultancy, which is found throughout Europe, is also found in France and places the 
chambers of agriculture in competition with cooperatives, agricultural supply firms and other 
private sector players. 

 
We therefore find ourselves in a situation where co-management no longer exists as such, but where 
the FNSEA (National Federation of Agricultural Holders' Unions) has retained a predominant weight in 
the ability to orient public policy in agriculture, and therefore in the (still weak) consideration of 
ecological issues in the orientations of this policy. Thus, we agree with B. Hervieu and F. Purseigle who 
emphasize that the practice of co-management continues to mark the political culture specific to the 
agricultural profession: "From this point of view, the agricultural world continues to constitute a 
singular group in the exercise of dialogue with public authorities. At the same time, the conviction that 
agricultural actors have mastered an institutional network capable of having an impact on French 
society, by ensuring their presence throughout the country and thus giving them a unique political 
weight, remains. But the unintended effect of this institutional density has also been to encourage this 
political culture to withdraw into itself: in other words, this institutionalization has contributed to 
making the agricultural profession a world apart” Hervieu, Purseigle, 2013, p. 198). 
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In such a context, taking into account, and integrating, the variety of social interest in the making of 
agricultural policy, remains a challenge in France. Yet, such an integration is both essential and urgent, 
especially to address the issues raised by current ecological crisis. 
 
1.2 A recent, and rather weak, environmental policy 
In France the Ministry in charge of Environment has been created in 1971. It has always been rather 
weak, both younger and with much fewer resources than the agricultural sector. In 2007 when an 
important reform of public administration occurred (General Public Policy Review (RGPP)), the Ministry 
of Environnement has been merged with the Ministry of the Infrastructure. But - despite some 
proposals - the Ministry of Agriculture was spared by this reform and stayed autonomous. 
 
Numerous international or national commitments have been made by France concerning 
environnemental issues (climate, air, water, biodiversity…). Almost non of them has been fulfilled. 
These persistent discrepancies are attributable to competing interests, to he very complexity of issues 
involved, and to governance failures.  As summed up a the detailed analysis written by a think tank 
bringing together high civil servants and academics, “The Ministry in charge of environment and the 
Ministry in charge of Agriculture are constantly at loggerheads over environmental issues. The degree 
of transversality has varied over time, but for most subjects, the agricultural model moves away from 
a more sustainable future. The absence of arbitrage at the national level, in order to help reconcile 
agriculture and ecology, also more and more tough duet o international tensions, put deconcentrated 
services in trouble as they are not provided clear general guidelines, or receive conflicting messages” 
(Le Cercle de la Réforme de l’Etat, 2022). Thus it seems obvious that the environmental performance 
of agriculture could, and has to be improved35. 
 
Thus, it is understandable that scholars are highly critical of the way the relationship between 
agriculture and nature has been addressed, not only by agricultural policies, but by environmental 
policies as well: 
 

Nature policies have been shaped within the framework of the separation of agriculture and 
nature, to compensate for the damage caused by intensive agriculture, but without really 
changing the logic of the latter. As a result, they have often given the impression of constantly 
chasing after the effects of productivism while having limited financial means at their disposal. 
Furthermore, nature policies have in no way challenged the core of productivist agriculture with 
its practices, its financial support through the CAP and the resulting inexorable concentration 
of farms. Rather, they have served as a trompe-l'œil for agricultural policies, while at the same 
time giving rise to a vast process of rationalization of the actions carried out by naturalists, 
which has absorbed most of the social criticism of productivism. Thus, standardization 
mechanisms have multiplied in the name of urgency, transparency and professionalization 
devoted to biodiversity. One of the consequences has been to make invisible two types of 
essential actors in the production of the multiple links that shape the relationship with nature 
in a territory. On the one hand, those farmers who do not see their activity as separate from 
nature, but whose role has not been recognized by the mechanisms of agricultural policy and 
whose number has decreased rapidly as a result of the process of farm concentration. On the 
other hand, the actors of the associative world, producers of naturalist data, attached to the 
local dimension of their activities and who do not necessarily find themselves in the criteria of 
professionalization imposed by the public authorities and the ways of governing the living. At 
a time of information globalization and Big Data, data is intended to be objective and 

 
35 As already noted, for example, by OECD in a wide-ranging report on the environmental performance of 
agriculture across the globe (OECD, 2008; van Tongeren, 2008). 
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exclusively accountable. This conception of data diverges from that which is part of territorial 
issues and social ties. (Alphandéry, Fortier, 2021, p. 358). 

Whereas we have got an ancient, important and well-structured system of institutions dedicated to 
the production of knowledge and expertise in the agricultural sector, the equivalent does not exist in 
the environmental field. 
 
1.3 Training and Research involved in the agricultural sector 
As a reminder, there are no agricultural faculties within French universities, even though some of these 
have departments which specialize in rural sociology or geography. Besides universities, there are 21 
engineers’ schools which train about 16000 students every year in the fields of agronomy, food 
sciences, environment, landscape management, veterinary sciences or animal health. They employ 
more than 2500 people, of which 1000 are teachers. These schools are spread all over Framce and they 
have different statuses: 13 public schools and 6 private schools, all under the supervision of the 
Ministry in charge of Agriculture (Labarthe, 2014, p. 9). 
 
There used to be two main public research institutes involved in the agricultural sector in France, along 
with 15 private non-profit applied research institutes. 

− The French National Institute for Agricultural Research (INRA), a public research institute 

− The National Research Institute of Science and Technology for Environment and Agriculture 
technologies (IRSTEA) 

 
In 2020 occurred a merger of INRA and IRSTEA to form the new National Research Institute for 
Agriculture, Food and Environment (INRAe). Among the research institutes involved in research dealing 
with agriculture we can mention CIRAD (Agricultural Research for Development) and IRD (Institut de 
Recherche sur le Développement), which both play a very important role for agricultural R&D in French 
overseas areas, the French National Institute of Health and Medical Research (Inserm), for research on 
health related issues, and the National Center for Scientific Research (CNRS), for research on 
environmental and agro-ecological questions.  
 
Beyond the financial support and monitoring of the Ministry in charge of agriculture to the actors of 
AKIS the state is also active through FranceAgriMer, a national public establishment monitoring the 
distribution of national and EU subsidies, enhancing consultation within supply chains, and diffusing 
information about markets. In that respect, it provides many studies, follows price- or commodity 
monitoring, and diffuses the information within 11 specialized committees (cereals, oilseeds, sugar, 
cattle, poultry, dairy, wine, fruits and vegetable, horticulture...). At the end of this report, we will come 
back to the questions raised by recent evolutions of the Agricultural Knowledge and Information 
System (AKIS), as studied bt P. Labarthe (Labarthe, 2014). 
 
Among the main structural characteristics of the French agricultural sector, we can mention: 

− The significant decrease in the number of farms. There were more than 600 000 farms in 2000; 
today there are about 490 000. 

− The specialization of farms and the growth of their economic size 

− Organic farming represents 3.5% of farms and 3% of the agricultural areas (Alim’Agri 2012_26). 

− The reduction of the impacts of agriculture on environment and health is also a major issue for 
the country, which is still characterized by a high level of consumption of pesticides and high 
level of exposure to pesticides of both agricultural population and consumers 

 
How choices are being made on key issues at the nature-agriculture relationship? In this report we 
try to map current political debates as well as the main policies designed to address these issues. In 
this perspective, we begin by reviewing the main issues in the current political and societal debate 
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(1), then we focus on some recent and ongoing debates revealing policy framing and challenges (2). 
Finally, a focus on Brittany is provided, especially on an emblematic controversy (green algae) (3)36. 
 
Some promising experiments and avenues will be mentioned throughout this report and identified 
by a green color code. 
 

2. Main issues in the current political and societal 
debate on the relationship between agriculture and 
nature  
 
What are the main issues in the political debates on the relationship between agriculture and nature 
in France? How are these issues framed? 
 
In order to provide an order of magnitude for France, some scholars have proposed a brief synthesis 
of existing studies on the monetary valuation of environmental damage generated by agriculture (Bâ, 
Gresset-Boyrgeois, Quirion, 2016). They consider water pollution, air pollution, emissions of 
greenhouse gases, soil pollution, the impact on human health and impacts on biodiversity and 
landscapes. After having homogenized and selected the most relevant monetary estimates, we arrive 
at a range of 15 to 64 billion euros per year. Those figures are not negligible compared to agricultural 
production which is of the order of 68 billion euros and the subsidies to agriculture and agricultural 
products which amount to 11 billion euros. 
 
2.1 Agricultural emissions 
Agricultural emissions are discussed mostly concerning water quality, issues related to water becoming 
more and more important in political debates. 
 
Whereas the relationship between climate change and agriculture is starting to be discussed (but 
often, focused on the impact of climate change of agriculture), air quality issues are still weakly linked 
to agricultural practices in these debates.  
 
2.1.1 “Diffuse emissions” from agriculture: a risk of not achieving good status objectives laid down 
by the Water Framework Directive. 
As pointed by Environmental Authority, water quality improvements in France remains insufficient 
and, excepted in Corsica, the good status has not been achieved in 2020 and 2021. Thus, the good 
status has not been achieved by 2015 (the time limit set out by the Directive) and will not comply the 
mid-term objective of the second extended deadline. As part of the 2nd WFD (Water Framework 
Directive) cycle 2016-2021, an update of the state of play has been carried out in each French basin in 
2019.  In the previous report on the status of water bodies in France in 2015, only 44% of surface water 
bodies had good ecological status and 69% of groundwater bodies had good chemical status. In 2019, 
43.1% of the 11,407 surface water bodies are in good ecological status, and 70.7% of these 
groundwater bodies are in good chemical status. 
 
The risk of not achieving the environmental objectives by 2027 
The risk of not achieving the environmental objectives by 2027 was thus assessed in 2019 for each 
water body. In 2019, 67% of surface water bodies are at risk of not achieving the ecological status 
objective set for 2027. And 9.9% are at risk of not achieving the chemical status objective. In 2019, 

 
36 Another major issue concerning Brittany is developed in the body of the report, in the pages concerning 
Protected Areas. 
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14.1% of groundwater bodies are at risk of failing to achieve the quantitative status objective set for 
2027 (known risk or doubt). 40.1% are at risk of not achieving the chemical status objective (Eaufrance, 
2022). 
 
These figures are in line with the findings of the Ae (Environmental Authority) on the SDAGEs (Water 
Development and Management Master Plans) it examined between 2020 and 2021. With the 
exception of Corsica, which has a good ecological status of water bodies, water quality remains 
degraded, and good ecological status could not be achieved within the timeframe set by the WFD 
(2015) and will not be achieved in the medium term (2027) by the deadline of the 2nd postponement. 
Agricultural practices bear an essential part of the responsibility for the risk of not achieving the 
objectives of good ecological status of water bodies (Ae, Annual Report 21, p. 54). 
 
However, the tools put in place to remedy this problem do not produce tangible effects. On the basis 
of the analysis of the various plans dedicated in whole or in part to agricultural activity (NAP - National 
nitrate action program, NSP - National strategic plan, SDGAE - Water Development and Management 
Master Plan, etc.) on which it has been called upon to give its opinion, the Ae makes a severe 
observation37: 

− Either the assessments produced demonstrate the lack of effectiveness of the previous plans, 
or the lack of assessment does not allow any substantiated conclusions to be drawn and raises 
questions about the relevance of the new projects presented. The following examples can be 
given: 

− The very process of drawing up the SDAGE, which is multiannual and lasts 6 years, based on 
an inventory and an action plan (program of measures), should allow actions to be adjusted 
according to their efficiency, with regard to the results of previous cycles. However, it is clear 
that these documents do not learn much from the previous cycles, and continue the same 
actions even though the assessments have shown their limits. 

− At the 7th cycle, the inefficiency of the successive NAPs is obvious, as is that of each of the 
regional nitrate action plans, but nothing seems to be done to remedy the situation. 

− The implementation of the previous CAP (Common Agricultural Policy) in France has not been 
subject to any qualitative or quantitative assessment, and the French context regarding the 
application of the WFD (Water Framework Directive) for example, and the results of the 
EcoPhyto plan reinforces the importance of this shortcoming in the NSP development process. 
The NSP project thus seems to have been built without any elements allowing the progress 
made so far in the environmental field to be measured, without identifying the causes of 
previous failures and without precisely evaluating the insufficiencies and obstacles 
encountered to serve as a basis for the new orientations proposed. 

 
Thus, the diagnosis realized prior to the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) national strategic plan has 
confirmed that conventional agricultural practices bear a significant share of responsibility in water 
poor quality38.  
 
Nitrate action plans and the need for an integrated approach 
As a reminder, the development of an action program in vulnerable zones is an obligation of the 
Nitrates Directive. This directive requires the implementation of action programs including compulsory 
measures, referred to in paragraph 4 of article 5 of the directive, but also "all additional measures or 

 
37 Ministry of Ecological Transition, Annual Report 2021 of the Environmental Authority, page 59. (can't find this 

source) 
38 « La qualité des eaux reste dégradée dans de nombreux territoires agricoles, en lien principalement avec les 
phénomènes d’eutrophisation dus aux excès de nutriments et à la pollution par les phytosanitaires. Cette 
détérioration affecte de nombreux captages d’eau potable qui doivent être fermés faute de pouvoir en maîtriser 
la pollution ». 
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reinforced actions that Member States consider necessary", if it turns out that the compulsory 
measures will not be sufficient to achieve the objectives (paragraph 5 of article 5 of the directive). 
 
In France, six generations of action programs have followed one another since 1996. Since the fifth 
generation, the "nitrate" action program has consisted of: 

− a national action program, which contains eight mandatory measures for all French vulnerable 
zones 

− and regional action programs which, in a proportionate manner and adapted to each territory 
which, in a proportionate manner and adapted to each territory, reinforce certain measures 
of the national action program and set additional actions necessary to achieve the water 
quality objectives with regard to nitrate pollution. 

 
The 5th Nitrate Action Program was composed of a National Action Program (NAP) and 21 Regional 
Action Programs (RAP), corresponding to the 21 French regions with vulnerable zones (out of a total 
of 22 regions in Metropolitan France). In accordance with the four-year deadline of the Nitrates 
Directive, these programs were all re-examined in 2017 and, if necessary, revised in 2018. In particular, 
the RAPs were revised in all regions that merged following the 2015 territorial reform (law on the New 
Territorial Organization of the French Republic of 7 August 2015). With this merger, the number of 
regions in Metropolitan France was reduced from 22 to 13, including 12 regions with vulnerable zones. 
In the end, 10 new RAPs were adopted in 2018 and one RAP updated the perimeters of the "reinforced 
action zones" (zones d’actions renforcées - ZAR) defined under Article R. 211-81-1 of the Environment 
Code. 
 
The 6th nitrate action program is thus composed of the NAP and 12 RAPs. The sixth regional action 
programs were adopted between July 2018 and January 2019, which made it possible to have in 
January 2019 a 6th action program complete and in force in all regions. 
 
In 2020, a mission of senior civil servants pointed to results well below the objectives and a loss of 
meaning among the actors concerned (CGEDD - CGAAER 2020). It calls for water quality to be put back 
at the center of the debate. "The current trajectories will not make it possible to achieve, in the medium 
or long term, the quality objectives of the Nitrates Directive and the Water Framework Directive", warn 
the rapporteurs, who fear new disputes with the European Commission and also with "recourse 
stakeholders". Indeed, the European executive gave France formal notice on 30 October 2020 for non-
compliance with nitrate levels in water intended for human consumption. This warning comes after 
two condemnations by the Community justice system concerning the delimitation of vulnerable zones 
and the content of the action programs imposed by the "nitrates" directive. To remedy these serious 
shortcomings, the rapporteurs formulate a certain number of technical recommendations concerning 
the storage of livestock manure, soil cover during the winter period, but also the exemptions granted 
by the prefects. "It seems (...) that no national database rigorously records controls, incidents and 
accidents on storage infrastructures. This is one of the major paths for improvement", the report 
empathizes. A strengthening of controls is also recommended. But the mission stresses that these 
amendments to the action programs are necessary but will not be enough: "To give meaning to the 
action, it adds, it is necessary to put water quality back at the center of the debates, to improve access 
to data on water quality at the relevant territorial scale for the players, and to continue the 
development and mobilization of agronomic knowledge". The mission expresses the fear that the 
nitrate policy will be relegated behind issues perceived as more sensitive, such as pesticides or 
quantitative water management, whereas an integrated approach is needed. 
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Figure D.1: Mapping of nitrate levels in surface and groundwater, 

 
Source: Mission CGAAER-CGEDD 2016-2019 © 

 
2.1.2 Pollution by plant health products 
The link between water pollution and agricultural practices is mentioned in numerous documents, 
including plans which main purpose is not water management39.  
 
This phenomena is exacerbated in some territories such as Martinique and Guadeloupe, due to the 
presence of Chlordecone, a synthetic chlorinated organic compound, which has mainly been used 
between 1972 and 1993 as an agricultural insecticide, miticide and fungicide40. 
 
The French government has spent nearly half a billion euros on implementing a plan, called Ecophyto 
and adopted in 2009. Creating a network of thousands of farms, the plan has encouraged test methods 
of reducing chemical use, improved national surveillance of pests and plant diseases, and funded 
research on technologies and techniques that reduce pesticide use. « It has imposed taxes on farm 
chemicals in a bid to decrease sales, and even banned numerous pesticides, infuriating many farmers » 
(Stokhard, 2018). 
 
Yet, Ecophyto has failed : whereas it projected a decline in pesticide use by 50% in 10 years, on this 
period selling of these products has increased up to 15%. A revised plan called “Ecophyto 2+” has been 
adopted in 2019, which postpones the deadline until 2025. Today France still does not follow a decline 
path.  
 

In an article published in 2017, a research team including agronomists and sociologists has 
analyzed the reason of this failure (Guichard et al. 2017): For the authors, failure was 
predictable, given the characteristics of Ecophyto 1's implemented actions. They show it by 
the analysis of two of the flagship initiatives of the plan (monitoring health plant “bulletin”, 
database allowing to assess in real time the risks of pests, and the “DEPHY farms”, an 

 
39 Comme dans les diagnostics du CPIER du bassin de la Loire, les CPER Centre-Val de Loire et Pays de la Loire, le 
Sraddet des Pays de la Loire, ou le SRB de La Réunion. 
40 Chlordecone has been used especially in banana cultivation against banana root borer. 

https://www.actu-environnement.com/images/illustrations/news/37006_encart_zoom.jpg
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experimental network supposed to disseminate good practices, and the study of the indicator 
measuring pesticide use. But the failure is even more due to the plan's main focus on farmers 
and advisors practices regardless of the broader effects of the “socio-technical lock-in” 
including a wide range of actors all interdependent and strongly engaged in pesticides’ logic of 
uses. Ecophyto plan has nevertheless a symbolic effect, which could be determinant at mid- 
and long-terms: public authorities sent the signal of the upcoming end of pesticide massive 
use in agriculture. 

 
The ban of glyphosate, the main herbicide used in agriculture, had been announced at the beginning 
of the first mandate of E. Macron. But in 2019 he announced that says that the phasing out of 
glyphosate-based weed killers in France by 2021, as previously announced, would be impossible, as it 
would hurt the agricultural industry.  
 
Neonicotinoids are known to be harmful to bees and have a negative impact on biodiversity, but in 
October 2020, French MPs passed a law allowing their use for sugar beet farmers. The bill was 
approved by the Assemblée Nationale, despite opposition from environmentalists. There were 313 
votes in favor, 158 against, and 56 abstentions. In December 2020, the constitutional council gave its 
approval for sugar beet farmers in France to use insecticides known as neonicotinoids for the next 
three years.  
 
Improvements in access to information concerning the use of pesticides 
It is worth mentioning that, thanks to the collaborative work of non-state actors, serious improvements 
have recently been made concerning public access to information concerning pollution by plant health 
products. 
 
Thanks to the work of Solagro, we now can access to detailed information at the level of municipalities, 
concerning the use of pesticides, on an internet platform called « Adonis »41.  
 
Solagro was born in 1981 in Toulouse, bringing together farmers, researchers and professionals to 
favor the emergence and the development of practices and procedures contributing to an economical, 
solidarity-based and long-term management of natural resources. It provides recognized expertise, in 
on energy and agro-ecological transitions, through the production of evaluation indicators, prospective 
studies or research and development. For example, Afterres 2050 (a modelling of transitioning to agro-
ecology) has become one of the showcases of Solagro’s activities. Solagro has chosen the status of an 
associative company since 2009. 
 
Adonis is the first territorialized assessment of the use of pesticides. It was made public in 2022, and 
echoed by some press articles42. Based on the TFI (treatment frequency index) the map and highlights 
the contrast between yellow and red areas (higher and higher use of pesticides), on the one hand, and 
green areas (weak use of pesticides). These last areas are mostly in mountain regions and coastal 
marshes, where multicrop-ruminant livestock farming systems dominate, with  a strong presence of 
grassland areas that are non treated. Conversely, in the areas where dominate specialized agriculture 
(Paris basin, Garonne river valley, Rhône corridor, areas with vineyards and arboricultural work, we 
can note a high phytosanitary pressure, linked to low crop rotation and more intensive agricultural 
practices. 
 
 
 

 
41 To access the map (Solagro, n.d.). Is detailed in a leaflet (Chayre & Pointereau, 2022)  
42 For example, see (Ravignan, 2022). 
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A dynamic, new field of research in social sciences  
There is a growing interest towards the issues raised by pesticides among French social sciences. A 
research network “SHS – Pesticides” (Humanities & Social Sciences (HSS) and Pesticides Network) has 
been created in February 2020. 
 
The network starts from the idea that crossing disciplinary views on pesticides allows to better respond 
to the health, social and environmental challenges they raise. The network organizes an annual 
symposium The second symposium, held in May 2021, provided a review of HSS research conducted 
by French researchers and examined three dimensions in greater depth: alternatives to pesticides, 
social movements around pesticides, and issues of temporality in pesticide governance (Bureau-Point 
et al., 2022). The network is beginning to structure itself; it allows a better dissemination of the HSS 
work on the topic within the research community, but also towards public policymakers and/or the 
not-for-profit sector. 
 
Numerous studies on the heavy use of pesticides in agriculture have been carried by social sciences. 
Existing works share a common statement : pesticides development, all around the world, rely on firm 
investments and strategies. Thus, firms produce, circulate and promote these products diffusion, while 
supporting patterns of agriculture development depending on them. 
 
Against simplistic visions analyzing this situation merely as the result of lobbying practices from 
pesticides industries, most of scholars emphasize the diversity of processes that led to it. For example, 
Nathalie Jas provides an account of the important work carried out by the French pesticide industry to 
transform crop protection. This industry sought to impose itself as the most exclusive resource possible 
in the areas not only of pesticide regulation but also of crop protection research and practices. Based 
on two of the instruments that the pesticide industry set up at the time, a professional journal and a 
learned society, N. Jas describes how it built a corporate systemic ascendency on different actors of 
the French crop protection. It shows that this ascendency relied on four long-term dynamics: the 
organization of the pesticide industry into a formidable business association, the pathologization and 
medicalization of crops, the professionalization and increased technicity of crop protection, and 
establishing of an ideological hold over actors of crop protection. 
 
Over several decades, various works highlight how pesticides industries influence agronomic research 
which accompanied pesticides development (Prete at al., 2021). Recently, particular attention is drawn 
to the role of strategies developed by pesticides industries to produce ignorance Fabbri et al. 2018; 
Jouzel 2019; Dedieu 2022). 
 
Based on a scoping review aiming to identify and synthesize studies that explored the influence of 
industry sponsorship on research agendas across different fields, A. Fabbri et al. (2018) conclude that 
corporate interests can drive research agendas away from questions that are the most relevant for 
public health. Strategies to counteract corporate influence on the research agenda are needed, 
including heightened disclosure of funding sources and conflicts of interest in published articles to 
allow an assessment of commercial biases. The authors also recommend policy actions beyond 
disclosure such as increasing funding for independent research and strict guidelines to regulate the 
interaction of research institutes with commercial entities. 
 
2.1.3 GHG emissions and air quality  
Agriculture can have impacts on air quality because of fine particulate (PM10) and ammoniac 
emissions, with high concentrations in areas where industrial agriculture is dominant. 
Agriculture is the main emitter in France with 68% of emissions; it is the main activity emitting 
ammoniac. Since 1997, several successive national and regional plans have been set in order to act on 
nitrate pollution from agricultural source. Yet these plans, not only have not been very effective, but 
moreover they remain unclear concerning information about agriculture contribution to air pollution.  
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In an opinion given concerning the 7th national action plan, the Environmental Authority points that 
the report does don’t even give correct information concerning ammonia and nitrous oxide emissions 
to air, and the ways to avoid or reduce them… 
 
Agriculture contribute significantly to greenhouse gas emissions, due to carbon dioxide emissions, and, 
mostly, nitrous oxide and methane emissions.  Agriculture is responsible for 68% of methane emissions 
in France, a gas with a global warming potential of more than 28 times the potency of CO2. 
 
When examining regional plans and programs43, Environmental Authority repeatedly urge to increase 
the targets concerning the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions, to be consistent with the 2050 
carbon neutral goal. In France, several authors and observers consider that the climate issue tends to 
concentrate the attention of decision-makers and the media to the detriment of other environmental 
issues (air quality, water quality, erosion of biodiversity) and of a more systemic approach to these 
issues44. 
 
With regard to agriculture, it appears that the issues of water quality, pesticide use and animal 
suffering receive more public attention than the effects of agricultural practices on climate change. As 
for the question of air quality, this is a crucial issue that is not very present in the public debate in 
general, and is totally absent with regard to agricultural activities. For example, we did not find any 
article on this subject in the newspaper Le Monde (although there are a few articles on the subject of 
agriculture/climate). 
 
However, this general assessment remains rather subjective and would need to be objectivized by a 
systematic survey within the framework of a specific research project, which to our knowledge has 
never been conducted on the subject. 
  

 
43 PCAET, SRADDET 
44 As indicated, for example, by the title of the book by Guillaume Sainteny, Le climat qui cache la forêt. Comment 
la question climatique occulte les problèmes d’environnement (The climate that hides the forest. How the climate 
issue obscures environmental problems), 2015, Paris, Editions Rue de l’Echiquier 



 

158 
 

Figure D.2: Greenhouse gas emissions from agriculture in France 

 
Source: Tableau de bord, n.d. 

 
In general, air quality is a major health issue: its degradation is responsible for 48,000 premature 
deaths per year (Santé publique France, 2016) and its annual cost to French society has been estimated 
at around 100 billion euros (Sénat, 2015). Atmospheric pollutants are also responsible for a 
deterioration in the health of animals, natural areas and agrosystems. 
 
The subject of ammonia air pollution is emerging in the political debate, awareness is much more 
recent than its effects on water quality, the European objectives were published in 2017 (Enée, 2020). 
 
As a reminder, the EU policy in this area is based on three pillars: 

1. Air quality directive (Directive 2008/50/EC) 
2. National emission reduction targets (EU Directive 2016/2284, the so-called NEC Directive) 
3. Standards for industrial emissions (European Directive 2010/75) and best available techniques 

to be applied (BREFs) 
 
None of the texts sets limit values for ammonia and methane concentrations in the air. However, in 
the air quality directive, pollutants resulting from gases, particulate matter and ozone are regulated 
and must not exceed certain limit values. 
 
With regard to ammonia emissions, the European legislator has adopted two approaches. Firstly, the 
conclusions on Best Available Techniques (BAT) for intensive poultry or pig farming set maximum 
emission levels to be met by farms of a certain size. In addition, total ammonia production must be 
reduced. These requirements were first adopted in the Gothenburg Protocol and later anchored in the 
NEC Directive at European level. 
 



 

159 
 

On 14 December 2016, the new Directive (EU) 2016/2284 on the reduction of national emissions of 
certain atmospheric pollutants (NEC Directive, national emission ceilings) entered into force. It sets 
national commitments to reduce anthropogenic emissions of sulphur dioxide (SO2), nitrogen oxides 
(NOx), non-methane volatile organic compounds (NMVOCs), ammonia (NH3) and particulate matter 
(PM2.5). Germany and France, the largest emitters of ammonia in the EU, must reduce their ammonia 
emissions by 29% and 13% respectively by 2030 compared to 2005. The European Community has set 
a target of a 19% reduction. 
 
In France, Brittany alone accounts for 14% of ammonia emissions, even though it represents only 4% 
of the territory, according to the French National Institute for the Industrial Environment and Risks 
(Institut national de l’environnement industriel et des risques - INERIS). Brittany shares this air pollution 
problem with other regions (northern Italy, the Netherlands, etc.). 
 
Figure D.3: Emission NH3 per hectare France 

 
 
The Regional Health Agency (ARS) and the Regional Council have entrusted Air Breizh45 with a study to 
establish a monitoring and action strategy. This study shows that Brittany has seen its emissions 
increase by 3% between 2008 and 2016.  
 
Ammonia emissions occur in buildings, due to pig manure, but especially during the spreading of liquid 
manure to fertilise fields in spring. The main levers put forward by the Brittany Chamber of Agriculture 
are to cover slurry pits and to spread the manure flush with or even in the soil. Farmers have every 
interest in doing this, because this nitrogen that is not lost to the air is as much fertiliser for the plant, 
and less (chemical) nitrogen to buy. 
 
An interesting initiative is underway on this issue, which is presented as "a first in Europe" (Enée, 2022). 
Led by Air Breizh, the Approved Association for Air Quality Monitoring in Brittany, and in partnership 
with the Regional Chamber of Agriculture of Brittany, the Ammonia Brittany Air Ambiant 2021 (ABAA) 
project aims to reduce air emissions. ammonia of agricultural origin in ambient air.  
 
As a first step, a network of 30 volunteer farmers will be set up in a pilot area (pays de Brest, un 
territoire très émissif - in order to help them and support them sufficiently to enable them to adopt 
and adhere to the practice of agricultural techniques that emit less ammonia. A decision support 
system related to ammonia emissions will be developed. This module allowing the management of 
ammonia emissions, will be built on a dedicated application and fed by the production of a set of joint 
information on air quality and agriculture.   
« The pilot territory is a territory of limited area and shows a diversity of agricultural production and 
methods of organizing spreading that are representative of regional agricultural activities. The 
pioneering group of 30 farms will be formed to commit to reducing emissions. Nevertheless, the other 

 
45 Air Breizh is the organisation approved by the State to monitor air quality in Brittany. 
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farms present on the territory (approximately 350), not committed, will benefit from all the 
communication actions on the project (demonstrations of equipment, technical meetings) and will be 
able to access the tool to help decision.  Furthermore, a second objective of this ABAA project is to 
develop a group of experts at different levels (local, national and international). The creation of such a 
group will make it possible to develop a real network endowed with technical and scientific expertise 
on the subject in order to advise the members of the project. This group will facilitate the integration 
of the project into the community at European level by promoting the dissemination of results, 
replication and transfer. It will also be an opportunity to integrate and develop partnerships with other 
European areas/countries particularly concerned by these regional issues related to ammonia 
emissions in their territories (Netherlands/Northern Italy).» (ABAA, 2021). 
 
The ABAA project is a 4 years project financially supported by the European Union through the LIFE 
program, and by the Regional Council (400 000 euros). 

 
NH3 is a major environmental issue because the substances resulting from its chemical 
transformation (e.g. ammonium nitrate) are involved both in the acidification and 
eutrophication of environments due to excessive deposition in the natural environment, and 
in the degradation of air quality.  As shown by data of CITEPA (Interprofessional Technical 
Center for the Study of Air Pollution) ammonia emissions are almost exclusively of agricultural 
origin. Ammonia volatilization in agriculture is a surface process. Ammonia emissions are very 
much linked to livestock farming, especially poultry and pigs. 

 
Figure D.4: Trend analysis 

 
Source: CITEPA, 2020.  
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Overall, NH3 emissions decreased by 9% between 1990 and 2006: from about 653 kt NH3 in 1990 to 
596 kt NH3 in 2006. Since 2006, emissions have been stabilizing and fluctuating between 594 kt and 
610 kt. Although these emissions seem to hover around an equilibrium point, it should be noted that 
they have been decreasing since 2015.  
 
Most of the NH3 emissions come from the agriculture/forestry sector: in 2018, it represents 94% of the 
national total. Within the sector, in 2018, the main contributors to emissions were mineral fertilizers 
and soil improvers (29% of the sector's emissions), followed by cattle manure management in buildings 
and storage (26% of the sector's emissions), then organic fertilizers and soil improvers (21% of the 
sector's emissions). The remaining emissions are split between grazing and the management of non-
cattle manure in buildings and storage.  
 
The general trend is mainly driven by changes in the cattle population, in particular dairy cows, and 
the amount of mineral nitrogen fertilizers applied. 
 
The management of cattle manure in buildings and storage is the first item contributing to the 
decrease over the period: NH3 emissions decreased by 14% between 1990 and 2018, i.e. -23.8 kt, 
mainly due to a decrease in the cattle population. 
 
Next comes mineral nitrogen fertilization, whose emissions decreased by 9.5 kt between 1990 and 
2018, i.e. a 6% decrease. For this item, the close interannual variations in NH3 emissions (between year 
n and year n+1) are partly explained by fluctuations in fertilizer deliveries. It is difficult to give a general 
rule but, in a simplified way, annual deliveries increase when agricultural commodity prices are strong 
because farmers want to maximize their yield. Conversely, if agricultural commodity prices are low, 
farmers tend to limit their expenditure and therefore fertilizer purchases.  Changes in terms of 
emissions on this item are also linked to variations in the mix of fertilizers used. Indeed, the form of 
fertilizers has a strong influence on emissions: the use of urea fertilizers has increased over the last 
few years, this form being globally more emitting than ammonium nitrate for example, and emissions 
are therefore increasing.  
 
NH3 and the agricultural sector came back to the forefront during the management of the Covid-19 
pandemic, with the evaluation of the direct and indirect impacts of containment measures on air 
pollutant emissions. Indeed, an episode of fine particle pollution was observed on 28-29 March 2020, 
particularly in the Ile-de-France and Grand Est regions. 
 
In May 2017, France revised its national plan for the reduction of air pollutant emissions (PREPA) to 
meet the objectives of annual air pollutant emission ceilings and air concentration limit values. These 
thresholds are set respectively by the European directives "NEC" (National Emission Ceilings 
2001/81/EC) and "air quality" (2008/50/EC). In particular, the European "NEC" directive and the annex 
to the order of 10 May 2017 establishing the PREPA provide that France must adopt a guide to good 
agricultural practices to limit ammonia (NH3) emissions into the air.  
 
An intermediate target has been added in the PREPA for 2025, corresponding to a ceiling of 558 kt NH3. 
Even if a slight decrease has been noted, further reductions are needed to reach the target. 
 
The PREPA mentions various avenues: use of less emissive fertilizers, use of less emissive spreading 
equipment (hangers, injectors, rapid post-spreading burial), control of the ban on aerial spreading, 
financing of pilot projects and mobilization of funding (e.g. AGR'AIR projects). Support for the 
agricultural sector is also provided for in the plan for the dissemination of good practices with, among 
other things, the dissemination in 2019 of a guide to good agricultural practices for improving air 
quality consisting of 14 practical sheets for farmers and agricultural advisers. 
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A guide to good agricultural practices for improving air quality 
At the national level, a Guide to good agricultural practices to improve air quality has been developed 
by the Ministries of Agriculture and Ecological Transition and published by Ademe (Environment and 
Energy Management Agency) in April 2019. The aim of this guide is to describe agricultural practices 
known to be the most relevant for reducing ammonia (NH3) and fine particle emissions.  The guide, 
which takes the form of a collection of the main requirements of good agricultural practices, adapted 
to the French context, broken down into 17 thematic sheets (feeding, building, storage, grazing, 
nitrogen fertilization, etc.), is based on a "win-win" strategy: it aims to give the keys to reducing 
ammonia emissions while providing farms with other benefits, whether economic, social or 
environmental, and avoiding any transfer of pollution. 
 
It is aimed at agricultural advisory bodies and identifies the best-known techniques for improving air 
quality: 

− in livestock production: they target the main sectors (cattle, pigs, poultry) and the various 
stations on the farm: feeding, building, storage, treatment, spreading, grazing; 

− in crop production: they mainly concern the management of nitrogenous fertilization, 
spreading methods and alternatives to burning residues. 

 
AGR'AIR projects 
At the end of 2016, ADEME, in collaboration with the Ministry of Agriculture and the Ministry of the 
Environment, launched a call for Agr'Air projects "Mobilizing and acting collectively to reduce 
emissions of atmospheric pollutants from the agricultural sector". This call aims to provide technical 
and financial support for pilot projects aimed at widely disseminating technologies and practices in the 
agricultural sector that contribute to reducing ammonia (NH3) and fine particle (PM10) emissions linked 
to the open burning of agricultural residues.  This call for projects is aimed at a wide range of actors: 
individual farmers or groups of farmers, farm networks, agricultural development organizations, 
economic sector actors, local authorities, associations, etc. It allows the financing of : 

− promotion, training, awareness-raising and communication activities 

− investments to improve air quality, particularly on farms, in addition to investment aid under 
the Plan for the Competitiveness and Adaptation of Agricultural Holdings 

− evaluation actions 
 
With a budget of 2 millions euros mobilized by ADEME in 2017, 10 projects in different regions of 
France have been selected and financed: Occitanie, Bretagne (2 projects), Normandie (2 projects), Pays 
de la Loire, Hauts-de-France, Provence-Alpes-Côte d'Azur (2 projects), Bourgogne-Franche-Comté 
(ADEME, 2016; ADEME, 2017). 
 
The “Clean Air Farming” Project 
This project brings together four partners: France Nature Environment, European Environmental 
Bureau (EEB), Lake Constance Foundation and Deutsche Umwelthilfe. The project intends to develop 
solutions with actors from agriculture, the food sector and politics. The core area of the project 
activities lies in Germany and France. Through the participation of the EEB, the project aims to transfer 
results across Europe, in order to place them in at least five other EU countries. The project runs from 
August 2018 to January 2022 and is co-financed by the EU LIFE program. 
 
The project has four main objectives (Clean Air farming) 

− Raising awareness among meat and dairy industry associations and food sector operators and 
developing a common position 

− Involvement of civil society organizations in legislative processes and in the implementation of 
national air pollution control programs (NAPCPs) 
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− Improving the curriculum of agricultural vocational training to inform future farmers about the 
impact of their own actions and to provide practical tools to prevent emissions. 

− Reduce food waste from meat and dairy products along the supply chain to increase overall 
resource efficiency in food production and reduce absolute emissions of methane and 
ammonia. 

 
Thus, the project promotes a food production cleared of excessive impacts of methane and ammoniac 
emissions. In France 5 webinars have been held in 2020 and 2021. At the regional level, links have been 
forged and developed between France Nature Environnement and the Centers for the Promotion of 
Agriculture and rural area (Centres d’initiatives pour valoriser l’agriculture et le milieu rural (CIVAM) 
(France nature environment, 2022). The final report is expected at the end of 2022. 
 
2.2 Use of space relating to agriculture and nature 
Current debates and policies are still characterized by a very low level of « interweaving » between 
nature and agriculture. Protected Areas and agricultural areas are still conceived, and framed, as 
opposed « by nature ». Even if we note a growing interest for the new paradigm of « agroecology » 
since the beginning of the 90’s, this has not led to major change in this setting. 
 
Protected areas : SNB and SCAP 
The French network of Protected Areas is composed of different types of protection elaborated at the 
national, European, or international scales. The French system of protected areas is made up of several 
protection tools often grouped by type of area, and in particular in 4 categories by mode of action: 

− regulatory protection 

− protection through land ownership 

− contractual protection  

− protection under international conventions 
 
Within the framework of the National Protected Areas Strategy 2020-2030, two interlocking sets of 
protection tools have been distinguished: the global network of protected areas which includes all the 
tools in the 4 categories and the areas under strong protection, restricted to regulatory protection and 
land control tools. 
 
Figure D.5: Forms of protection  

 
Source: Leonard et al, 2020, p. 12. 

 
The first National Strategy for Biodiversity (Stratégie Nationale pour la Biodiversité - SNB) includes the 
objective of halting the erosion of biodiversity in France by 2010, an objective adopted at the sixth 
Conference of the Parties (COP) of the Convention on Biological Diversity (CBD) in 2002 and reaffirmed 
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at the World Summit on Sustainable Development held in Johannesburg the same year. As these 
targets were not met, a new strategic plan for biological diversity was drawn up at COP 10 in Nagoya 
in 2010. The negotiations led to the formulation of twenty targets to be achieved by 2020, known as 
the "Aichi targets", which are to be implemented in the context of national targets. Target 11 aims to 
safeguard ecosystems, species and genetic diversity (CBD 2010) by extending and strengthening the 
network of protected areas. This target had the ambition by 2020 to conserve through ecologically 
representative and well-connected networks of effectively and equitably managed protected areas 
and other effective area-based conservation measures, and integrated across the landscape and 
seascape, at least 17% of terrestrial and inland water areas and 10% of marine and coastal areas. 
 
France has translated this international framework into its National Strategy for Biodiversity (SNB 
2011-2020) (MEDDE 2012) and has adopted two separate strategies for protected areas: the strategy 
for the creation of terrestrial protected areas in Metropolitan France (SCAP, 2009-2019) and the 
strategy for the creation and management of marine protected areas (SCGAMP, 2012-2020) (MEDDE 
2014). 
 
For the terrestrial domain in metropolitan, the SCAP's objective was to improve the coherence, 
representativeness and effectiveness of the network by placing at least 2% of this territory under 
strong protection by 2019 to fill the gaps in the existing network and contribute to the maintenance of 
biodiversity, the proper functioning of ecosystems and the improvement of the ecological network 
(Coste et al. 2010). 
 
The strong protection tools within the framework of the implementation of the SCAP are those that 
contribute to the achievement of the 2% objective: Prefectural Biotope Protection Order (APPB) or 
Geotope Protection Order (APPG), Directed Forest Biological Reserve (RBD) and Integral Biological 
Reserve (RBI), National Nature Reserve (RNN), Regional Nature Reserve (RNR) or Corsican Nature 
Reserve (RNC) and National Park core zone (PNzc).   
 
The areas concerned by this high level of protection are subject to regulatory protection measures, the 
main aim of which is the preservation of remarkable natural areas. Between 2009 and 2019, the 
coverage of the territory increased from 1.22% to 1.50% under strong protection, without however 
reaching the set objective.  
 
Following the signing of the Paris Climate Agreement, the State reaffirmed its commitments at the 
2016 Environmental Conference, whose roadmap aimed to give new impetus to the creation of 
protected land areas (MEEM 2016). This dynamic was also given concrete expression in August 2016 
through the Law for the Reconquest of Biodiversity, Nature and Landscapes, which includes the 
objective of reducing the net loss of biodiversity to zero (MTES 2017). In 2018, the Biodiversity Plan is 
being deployed to implement this objective, but also to strengthen and accelerate the implementation 
of the SNB, whose objective 3.1 provides for the creation of new protected areas and the strengthening 
of the ecological network in the territories (MTES 2018). This objective is reflected in particular in the 
ambition to create or extend 20 National Nature Reserves by 2022 and the creation of the Forest 
National Park which came into being in 2019. 
 
In 2019, the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services (IPBES) 
report on the state and trends of the natural world (IPBES 2019) states that "some of the Aichi Targets 
will be partially met", for example those relating to "the spatial extent of terrestrial and marine 
protected areas. However, although protected areas now cover 15% of the terrestrial and freshwater 
environment and 7% of the marine realm, they include only a fraction of the sites important for 
biodiversity and are not yet fully ecologically representative or managed effectively or equitably”. The 
report's recommendations reiterate the need to support, expand and promote ecologically 
representative and effectively managed networks of well-connected protected areas and other 
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multifunctional conservation areas, to protect, manage or restore biodiversity within and beyond key 
biodiversity areas, and to monitor the effectiveness and impacts of protected areas.  
The year 2021 marks the national and international deadlines for these strategic frameworks with the 
next Conference of the Parties in China for the revision of the CBD 2020-2030. In this context, France 
wished to start developing its new strategy bringing together all protected areas (terrestrial and 
marine) for all territories and marine waters under its jurisdiction (metropolitan and overseas). This 
new vision for the period 2020-2030 deals with the reinforcement and extension of the network, but 
also with qualitative management issues common to all types of marine and terrestrial protected 
areas, as well as mitigation and adaptation to climate change.  
 
The development of this new strategy was launched in October 2019 in view of the World Conservation 
Congress of the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN), initially planned in Marseille in 
June 2020.  It was finally held in September 2021, and on this occasion the President of the Republic 
set an ambitious target: to establish 30% of protected areas, whether on its maritime or terrestrial 
territory, of which one third should be under "strong" protection by the summer of 2022. 
 
According to the latest available data, in March 2020, the network of protected areas covered 27% of 
the terrestrial territory of Metropolitan France (32% including the areas protected under international 
conventions), of which 1.8% were under strong protection. 
 
Land management tools: sites acquired and managed by the Conservatoire du Littoral and the 
Conservatoires of Natural Areas, together with regulatory protection tools, complete the network of 
areas under strong protection. These tools cover 0.34% of the territory of Metropolitan France and 
nearly 20% of the areas under strong protection.  
 
The Natura 2000 network alone covers 12.9% of metropolitan land territory. When combined with the 
network of areas under strong protection, the territory is covered at 13.3% (Figure D.6). The 
contractual protection tools of the Regional Nature Parks and the National Parks' membership areas 
are the other tools integrated into Aichi Objective 11, which aims to cover 17% of the land area in 
protected areas. All of the protected areas contributing to the achievement of this target currently 
cover almost 27% of the land area.  
 
Protection tools under international conventions, which are not included in Aichi Objective 11 for the 
terrestrial domain, cover 9.7% of the terrestrial territory of Metropolitan France: RAMSAR sites, 
Biosphere Reserves, UNESCO World Heritage Sites and Geoparks. Taking these tools into account 
brings the coverage rate of the protected area network to almost 32%. 
 
The following maps (coming from Leonard at al. 2020) show the geographical repartition of various 
kind of protected areas. These different maps show that Brittany is under the national average, 
whatever level ok protection is considered. 
 
In Brittany, strongly protected areas currently represent only 0.25% of the Breton land area, whereas 
the national strategy calls for 2% and international recommendations aim for 10%. Brittany is one of 
the worst performers at the national level, with one of the lowest percentages of territory covered by 
SCAP tools 2%, with 0.25% of the territory covered (UMR PatriNat, 2019) in 2019 compared to around 
0.09% in 2009. Brittany is therefore a region with little historical protection. For example, it does not 
have a national park, unlike the south-eastern quarter of France, whose regions achieve much higher 
percentages of coverage by SCAP 2% tools.  
 
In 2020, while 1.8% of the land area of metropolitan France was under strong protection (source: UMR 
PatriNat, 2020), 7 regions out of 13 had less than 1% of their area under strong protection. 
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If we consider only the regulatory tools of the previous SCAP, 0.25% of Breton territory is under strong 
protection. If land protection is added, 0.56% of Brittany's territory is under strong protection, with 
significant interdepartmental disparities (0.1% for Ille-et-Vilaine, 0.3% for Côtes d'Armor, 0.5% for 
Morbihan, vs 1.4% for Finistère). 
 
In the Brittany region, the regional booklet on Brittany produced by the UMS PatriNat in December 
2020 provides elements of analysis crossing the hot spots in terms of habitats with the existing 
protections. These analyses confirm the need to strengthen the network of protected areas in the 
Brittany region to cover all habitats, regardless of the environment studied (forests, coastal habitats, 
moors, etc.), and thus make the protection of species and habitats more effective. 
 
In 2021 The Regional Council is quite committed to the subject (responsible for RNR and PNR) and 
wishes to strengthen its network of Regional Nature Reserves by creating 4 new Regional Nature 
Reserves (RNR) in the short term in 2022-2023, which would bring the number of RNR in Brittany to 
13, representing a total minimum surface area of 3,400 ha (of which 650 ha is marine). Six new reserves 
would be created between 2024 and 2030. 
 
However, it should be noted that the four sites applying for RNR status for 2022-2023 all already 
benefit from other protection statuses (Natura 2000 site, departmental natural area, etc.). This was 
criticised by the Regional Economic and Social Council (CESER), which stated "While alerting to the 
administrative complexity and difficulty of legibility that will result from adding an additional layer of 
regulation, the CESER understands the explanation: the RNR status will provide managers with some 
of the funding they need to manage these sites properly. This is a positive illustration of the search for 
shared solutions, but it also points, once again, to the inadequacy of the resources globally dedicated 
to actions favourable to biodiversity on the ground. The CESER widely echoed this situation in its report 
"Biodiversité et société en Bretagne, cultivons les interactions !" (Biodiversity and society in Brittany, 
let's cultivate interactions !) (October 2020) (CESER, 2021). 
 
During the vote on this text, the representative of the Chamber of Agriculture of Brittany abstained, 
and her statement illustrated the resistance and concerns of the agricultural world, which is rather 
opposed to any extension of protected areas and the restrictions on use that may result. 
 
On the other hand, the representative of the main environmental associations in Brittany (Bretagne 
Vivante, Eaux et Rivières de Bretagne and the Réseau Cohérence) regretted that "the Region's strategy, 
and especially the means implemented, are singularly lacking in ambition since the creation of the 4 
reserves envisaged will only result in an additional 0.11% of protected surface area... Moreover, the 
creation of certain emblematic and important reserves (Monts d'Arrée, marine islets, wetlands in 
Central Brittany, etc.) has been postponed". 
 
One of the factors explaining this situation is a lack of " support" by state actors (the prefect in 
particular) (Bompérin et al., 2021). 
 
The political weight of the actors most reluctant to develop protected areas, including the agricultural 
world, seems to be a crucial element that is difficult to change. 
 
One point on which many stakeholders seem to agree is that the ambitious objectives set are not 
accompanied by additional resources (financial and human). 
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Figure D.6: Regulatory protections and land control, protected areas Natura2000, protected areas outside 
international conventions 
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Issues related to Protected Areas and Natura 2000 Network 
In a recent paper with Pierre Chassé and Nathalie Frasacaria-Lacoste, focusing on the implementation 
of PAs in France, we have tried to determine the type of factors (e.g. scientific, social, economic, 
political) likely to influence this process.  Our analysis of the decision-making process reveals that the 
limiting factor was not the scientific relevance of the projects or the availability of biologically 
interesting projects. The most important filter was the second phase that selects projects according to 
other factors and is essentially determined by the very possibility to get acceptance by local 
authorities, and by hunters and farmers (Chassé, Blatrix, Frascaria-Lacoste). “A museographical 
approach of the territories”, “putting nature in a glass case”, “useless measures imposed by 
technocrats and urbanes ecologists… “ These are the typical critics arousing against any project of 
protected area, with often strong opposition from local actors . The result is that a large part of PAs 
are implemented where possible rathe than where necessary. 
 
The Natura 2000 network is currently placed under the supervision and management of the State, 
which is responsible to the European Commission for the results required by the directives regarding 
the good conservation status of species and habitats. Early 2021, the Natura 2000 network in France 
consisted of 1,755 sites covered by the European Habitats Directive (1,352 sites) and the Birds Directive 
(403 sites). It covered almost 13% of the land area of Metropolitan France. 
 
Recently Maya Leroy and P. Rouveyrol have conducted a study at the French national level to assess 
ecological performance of the Natura 2000 policy. Their study shows that agri-environmental 
measures have a prominent place in Natura 2000 budget, with up to 58 % of this budget. The efforts 
focus on agro-pastoral systems, on a limited number of regions and pressions (mostly, agricultural 
decline). This contrasts with the fact that several kinds of systems in various biogeographic areas, are 
extremely run down, due to diverse pressions, among which agricultural intensification and 
urbanization play an important role. Moreover, AEM’s efficiency does not seem clearly established. 
According to some scholars, AEM does contribute to the preservation of traditional forms of farming, 
but does not really encourage the implementation of environmentally sustainable practices on other 
farms. There is a need to act outside Natura 2000 limited areas, and to influence factors of pressions 
determined by sectorial policies such as agriculture and land planning (Leroy, Rouveyrol, 2021). 
 
Currently, a reform planned by the government is causing concern: it involves transferring the 
management of protected areas forming the Natura 2000 network to the Regions, but only for 
terrestrial N2000 sites, on 1 January 2023. A report by senior officials and a public consultation have 
raised criticism and doubts about the interest of this reform project. Dated February 2022, the report, 
published on 5 October, is critical and questions the validity of this reform: "The majority of the 
mission's interlocutors were surprised by the project to decentralize the management of the Natura 
2000 network, whereas this policy is perceived as a success of the State whose action is not contested. 
Associations such as France Nature Environment and the LPO have expressed their concerns regarding 
this reform project, which seems to respond more to an objective of reducing the number of staff in 
the decentralized State administration than to any real improvement in the management of exclusively 
terrestrial Natura 2000 sites”. Furthermore, they stress that this transfer of management creates a 
distortion that is difficult to understand, on the one hand, between exclusively terrestrial sites and 
sites with a marine component and marine sites, and on the other hand, at the territorial level, 
between willing regional councils and those that will not be involved, or will be involved only minimally, 
in this management. The case of the Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes Region is emblematic in this respect: 
during the last budgetary programming, the Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes Region (Aura) did not open any 
credit line on the EAFRD (European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development) to finance Natura 2000 
sites. Laurent Wauquiez, President of the Auvergne-Rhône-Alpes Regional Council, recently 
announced that he was cutting off EAFRD funding dedicated to Natura 2000 areas. The region is today 
the only French region not to direct these European funds to these protected natural areas. In 
response, Greenpeace Clermont-Ferrand and 27 environmental and farmers' organizations denounce 
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in the text below this decision and ask the AURA Region to restore the totality of these credits to Natura 
2000 areas (France Nature Environnement, 2022). 
 
The creation of the French Biodiversity Office and the inadequacy of its resources and missions 
The creation of a "core network" public institution for biodiversity, the French Biodiversity Office 
(Office Français de la Biodiversité - OFB) in 2019, is the result of a laborious process.   
 
The idea of creating an agency to take charge of the problem of nature protection was raised in the 
1990s by certain environmental associations, but it was not until the Grenelle de l'environnement in 
2007 that it began to be studied. In 2016, at the end of the parliamentary debates on the law for the 
reconquest of biodiversity, the Agency for Biodiversity is created from the merging of National Office 
for Water and Aquatic Environments (the former Higher Fisheries Council) with the National Park 
Service of France and the Marine Protected Areas Agency. At this step, in accordance with a promise 
made by François Hollande to representatives of the hunting industry, the National Hunting and 
Wildlife Office of France (Office National de la Chasse et de la Faune Sauvage - ONCFS) was not 
integrated into the French Agency for Biodiversity (Agence Française pour la Biodiversité - AFB), which 
was the subject of much comment and criticism.  
 
At the end of 2018, only two years after the creation of the AFB, a new bill was tabled in the National 
Assembly to merge the agency with the ONCFS. This project came to fruition and in 2020 the OFB is 
founded in 2020 from the merging of the AFB and the ONCFS.  

 
Since this reform and the creation of the AFB, which became the OFB, many reports have pointed out 
the inadequacy of resources and missions, as shown, for example, by the two extracts below: 
 

[...] the 2016 law entrusted the AFB with missions that exceeded those of the four combined 
structures, without ensuring its capacity to carry them out." Report written by the IGF and the 
CGEDD on " L’avenir des opérateurs de l’eau et de la biodiversité” (The future of water and 
biodiversity operators), April 2018, pp. 4-5. 
 

"The resources and staff allocated to the OFB will not allow it to carry out all of its missions" Bilan de 
la loi pour la reconquête de la biodiversité, de la nature et des paysages (Review of the law for the 
reconquest of biodiversity, nature and landscapes), CESE, 2020, p.33. 
 
The economies of scale made possible by the merger of pre-existing institutions remain marginal. The 
association of water policies with biodiversity policies makes it possible to mobilize the resources of 
the water agencies to finance biodiversity policies: hence the choice of integrating National Office for 
Water and Aquatic Environments (Office National de l'Eau et des Milieux Aquatiques – ONEMA) into 
the new agency, whose budget is financed in large part by a levy on the water tax collected by the 
water agencies.  
 
The question of financing public policy on biodiversity therefore remains. 
 
2.3 The “zero net artificialization” objective (ZNA),  
The ZNA objective aims to suspend any net increase in the total amount of artificial surfaces. This is 
one of the aims of the biodiversity strategy, presented by the government in July 2018, which includes 
achieving "zero net artificialization" in the long term.  Soil artificialization is defined as "any process 
involving the loss of natural, agricultural or forest areas (NAFA) resulting in a change in soil use and 
structure. To measure this process, it is possible to use land files, that is, cadastral data. However, they 
have the disadvantage of not taking into account transport infrastructure, thus underestimating the 
extent of the phenomenon. 
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In 2021, the Climate and Resilience Act set a "zero net artificialization" (ZAN) objective applicable in 
2050, with a halving of space consumption over the next ten years. This represents a major change in 
modes of urbanization and housing policy, as demographic and economic development must now 
adapt to a regime of land sobriety. However, the law, in establishing this principle, has not defined the 
means of achieving it, although the impact on local authorities will be major. France Stratégie has 
suggested solutions for achieving this goal. First and foremost: modify urban planning rules to 
encourage urban renewal and housing densification, and renature artificial spaces left abandoned 
(France Stratgies, 2019). But as we will see, still need to be addressed. 
 
2.3.1 Artificialization in France 
Data concerning artificialization mostly come from Cerema which provides data from the Soil 
Artificialization Observatory on behalf of the ministries in charge of housing, the environment, and 
agriculture. This observatory provides data on and analyses of the mechanisms of soil artificialization, 
along with both quantitative and qualitative data.  
 
France concretes more than its neighbors, with 47 km² artificialized per 100 000 inhabitants, compared 
with 41 in Germany, 30 in the United Kingdom and Spain, and 26 in Italy. Since 1981, artificial surfaces 
have increased by 70%, much more than the number of inhabitants (+19%), according to a France 
Stratégie report (France Stratégie, 2019). Overall, 5% of municipalities are responsible for 39.7% of 
space consumption and 20% are responsible for 81.7% of this consumption (Cerema, 2020). However, 
artificialization is both the result of large, highly consumptive projects and the accumulation of 
numerous small, individually low-consumption projects. 
 
Artificialization is mainly for housing (70%), followed by economic activity (24%), and 2% for mixed use, 
the destination of the rest being unknown. Each year, approximately 25,000 hectares of natural or 
agricultural soils are artificialized. According to available date (for 2018), there is a very slight 
decrease of 0.6% in the rate of soil artificialization (-139 hectares artificialized in 2018 compared to 
2017). This is a highly polarized phenomenon, guided by two major forces, namely metropolization on 
the one hand and the attraction of the coastline on the other (Cerema, 2020). 
 
2.3.2 How to achieve the ZAN objective? The need to find efficient tools and an economic model 
According to some authors such as A. Colsaet, three dynamics combine and make it difficult to issues 
impede the reduction of land take: cost differences between urban extension and urban renewal, 
competition between local authorities, and the procedural efficiency of regulation (Colsaet, 2021). 
 
After the adoption of the climate and Resilience Act in 2021 and its ZAN objective for 2050,  a Senate 
report was written and published in June 2022, on the financial tools for achieving the ZAN objective, 
which emphasized that this objective had not yet found its economic model (Senate/Blanc, 2022). The 
report concludes that the current means do not make it possible to fight against artificialization, and 
that there is no viable financing of ZAN without public intervention today. Indeed, the environmental 
value of natural land is not sufficiently reflected in market prices. However, land pressure works against 
natural and agricultural land, which cannot provide the same return as urbanized land. Moreover, it is 
generally cheaper to build new housing, especially single-family houses, than to rebuild "the city on 
the city". Consequently, the economic model for ZAN remains to be defined. Rehabilitation of 
brownfields and renaturation operations are hardly profitable without public support. The report also 
underlines the fact that a poorly controlled "zero net artificialization" would carry risks for social 
cohesion. The French are very attached to the model of the single-family home with land, which often 
remains the only form of housing accessible to the modest middle classes, at a distance from city 
centers. They are likely to be the first victims of the limitation of access to land, which will make it 
more expensive in the years to come. 
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A recent study by the Foundation for Biodiversity Research (FRB/ Guillaume Sainteny, Louise Dupuis, 
2022) highlights the problem of over-taxation of agricultural land in France, which could jeopardise its 
goal of zero net artificialization.  The study shows that agricultural land is taxed more heavily in France 
than in other European countries. Moreover, while in several European countries the recent abolition 
of certain taxes has eased the tax pressure on agricultural land, taxation of French agricultural land has 
increased in recent years. In the end, "France is characterized by low rent, a high level of taxation of 
agricultural land and its income, and a significant share of these taxes that is independent of land 
income", summarizes the study. "Such a combination tends to result in zero or negative after-tax 
returns", the analysis concludes. However, owners of a structurally loss-making asset have an incentive 
to dispose of it.  
 
Given the correlation of the price of goods with the income that one is likely to derive from them, the 
prices of agricultural land are very low in France: Given the correlation between the price of assets and 
the income they are likely to generate, farmland prices are very low in France: 6,000 euros per hectare 
when the land is not rented, compared to 21,000 euros in Germany and up to 50,000 in the 
Netherlands. In addition to the fact that this differential favors the purchase of French land by 
foreigners, their low price also favors their artificialization. And the evolution of these prices is not 
conducive to their conservation. "Today, the average real price of a hectare of farmland is still more 
than a third lower than its 1978 value and is no more than it was in 1965. Half a century later, its price 
therefore remains the same", the study reports. 
 
According to Guillaume Sainteny, one of the study's co-authors, "This leads to a debate that has not 
yet been asked in France, but which will be increasingly asked: should farm rents remain low to favor 
farmers? Or should they be raised to ensure a better minimum remuneration for land, and thus for 
ecosystem services and nature-based solutions, and to curb artificialization in line with the ZAN and 
2031 targets now set in French law ?" (Radisson, 2022a). The regulation of farm rents was put in place 
in the post-war period in order to promote farm income and to allow farmers to invest in the 
modernization and intensification of their farms, rather than in land. But, the study points out, on the 
one hand, this system has led to a negative return on agricultural land, and on the other hand, it has 
had perverse effects for the farmers themselves. "The very low rent and high taxation of farmland 
encourage retired farmers, who no longer benefit from the reduced taxation of working farmers, to sell 
or urbanize this land to finance their retirement and not to rent it out to keep it in agricultural use", the 
authors explain. The authors are also surprised that the system, which was introduced at a time when 
considerations related to the artificialization of land were not an issue, has not been re-examined with 
regard to this question and to the wider environment. The authors make a series of recommendations. 
In order to put an end to the very low gross remuneration of land and its very high taxation, which is 
incompatible with the ZAN objective, they suggest reducing the tax cost of carrying agricultural land, 
that is to say the provision of agricultural land to farmers by non-farmers. According to them, this 
reduction should allow "farmers to continue to benefit from this service and (...) ensure that 
landowners retain an asset that is not systematically at a loss and generates a low, but minimal, 
profitability, without being forced to change its destination". 
 
Tax reform seems to be an avenue currently being considered by the government to support local 
authorities in implementing the ZAN objective (Radisson, 2022b). 
 
2.4 Natural resources: Tenses discussions on the availability and uses of water 
Discussions on the use of natural resources play a crucial role in the nature-agriculture interface in 
France. The case of water is a good example of this situation, even more as France has experienced 
successive and increasingly lengthy heat waves over the last few years. 
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Two consultations have been organized, first in 2018 ("Assises de l’Eau") and in 2021 ("Varenne de 
l’eau") to deal with this issue and try to bring together environmental and agricultural concerns. As we 
will see, this last experience has led to heightened tension.  
 
But to understand the stakes of this consultation, it is necessary to recall the French context in terms 
of the use of water in agriculture. This question has indeed given rise to emblematic conflicts which 
have shown the difficulty of reconciling environmental issues and the demands of the agricultural 
world. 
 
2.4.1 Emblematic conflicts over water use  
It is important to distinguish between two ways of using water: withdrawal and consumption (Le centre 
d’information sur l’eau, n.d.). According to the Water Information Centre (CIE), water withdrawal is 
the "quantity of water taken from the natural environment and then discharged after use (therefore 
available again)", whereas consumption corresponds to "a quantity of water withdrawn, actually 
consumed, absorbed". It is important to remember the definition of these terms because of the 
confusion that can be found in the figures concerning water use in France: battles over figures are 
fought because, to defend the types of usage, stakeholders try to show that their water use is lower 
than others. Even if the data are not always easy to find, certain sectors are predominant: energy (for 
the cooling of nuclear and electric power plants) represents 64% of water withdrawals, while irrigation 
represents 48% of water consumed, i.e. almost half. 
 
The main users are therefore power plants, industry, agriculture and drinking water. Between 
irrigation, livestock feeding and the use of reservoirs, there are many different ways of using water for 
agriculture. In France, 5.8% of the useful agricultural area (UAA) is irrigated and represents about 15% 
of farms (2015) with a very variable distribution according to the river basin districts (Colas-Belcour et 
al., 2015).  
 
Access to water resources is at the heart of the most emblematic conflicts that France has experienced 
over the last 15 years: the Sivens dam and the Caussade dam. 
 
The Sivens dam project, which has existed since the 1970s, resurfaced in 2001 in a report by the 
Compagnie d'Aménagement des Coteaux de Gascogne (CACG), in the form of a 2-kilometre-long 
hillside reservoir in the Sivens forest in the Tarn, creating a 1.5 million cubic metre reservoir (Silbertin-
Blanc, 2018). The problem is that the forest is one of the only wetlands in the department, with over 
93 protected species listed. The dam would flood under 1,5 million m3 of  water , about 60 hectares 
of natural habitats: 29 hectares of the Sivens Forest, 18 hectares of grassland, and 12,7 hectares of 
Testet wetland. 
 
This project was, along with the Notre Dame des Landes airport protest, the catalyst for a vast 
movement to protest Useless and Imposed Projects and the development of Zones à Défendre 
(deferred development area). The protest the Sivens dam had even more resonance as it was marked 
by a tragic event, the death of a protester, Rémi Fraisse, killed during the night by a grenade thrown 
by riot police. The site was eventually rehabilitated as a wetland in late 2017 and the project was 
abandoned. The main beneficiaries of the dam would have been farmers growing highly profitable 
seed corn. The project owner was the General Council of the Tarn and was the leader of the "pro-dam" 
group. In addition, the Chamber of Agriculture of the Tarn was mainly composed of members from the 
FNSEA, the JA and the Coordination Rural. The social protests that ensued are a good example of the 
differences between the objectives and economic rationales of different actors in the same territory 
(Bès et al., 2015).  
 
The Caussade dam, located in the Lot-et-Garonne, northwest of Villeneuve-sur-Lot, was built at the 
request of the department's chamber of agriculture in 2017, while the Sivens dam had wreaked havoc 
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in the same region just before. As soon as it was built, it was deemed illegal for not complying with the 
WFD46. However, the work was completed in March 2019, creating a 360-metre-long reservoir that 
can store just under a million cubic metres of water to irrigate some farmers' fields in winter 
(Gagnebet, 2021). This dam led to a judicial saga and a conflict, not only between farmers and 
ecologists but between farmers and the State, as well. Indeed farmers have turned a deaf ear to the 
Prefete’s injunction to stop the construction works. Finally, some of the agricultural Chamber leaders 
have been fined and convicted with a suspended prison sentence, and the Agricultural Chamber itself 
has been fined47. 
 
Despite of all, the dam does exist. Its deconstructing, and the site rehabilitation, are very unlikely. 
 
These emblematic examples clearly demonstrate the long-standing conflict between water policy and 
agricultural policy. In recent years, it is around the mega-basin projects that the conflicts are 
increasingly crystallising. This year's exceptional drought has made the debate on water basins even 
more heated, raising fears of a real "water war". 
 
Numerous organizations (including France Nature Environnement, the Fédération Nationale de 
l'Agriculture Biologique, the Réseau Action Climat, the Bassines Non Merci collective, the 
Confédération paysanne and the Soulèvements de la Terre...), denounce the "monopolisation and 
privatisation of water" for the benefit of a minority of farmers and a single agricultural model. 
 
Two visions of the future of agriculture are at stake. The ponds would only be a bad way to respond to 
the problem of water resources, by preventing the transition to a "responsible, resilient, water-saving 
agriculture". 
 
The Réseau Action Climat points out the risks of maladaptation: "Developing storage and irrigation as 
a major solution to adapt to climate change is a patch on an agricultural system that consumes too 
much water. This creates a false sense of security and a vicious circle of water dependency for the 
sectors. Water saving and the links between preservation of water quantity and quality are the big 
absences from the Varenne. However, the Water Conferences set precise objectives for reducing water 
withdrawals (10% in 5 years by 2025 and 25% in 15 years by 2035). This sobriety can only be achieved 
by massively supporting a transition to agro-ecology, particularly organic farming. " 
 
It is now time to discuss the progress of the "Varenne de l'eau". 
 
2.4.2 From the "Assises de l'Eau" to the "Varenne de l'Eau"  
 On Friday 28th May 2021, the Minister of Agriculture, Julien Denormandie, and Bérangère Abba, 
Secretary of State to the Minister of the Environment and responsible for Biodiversity, inaugurated the 
"Varenne de l'Eau" project on Friday 28th May, whose task is to find suitable ways, by January 2022, 
of facilitating "the collection and use of rainwater for farmers to be able to deal with spells of drought."  
 
The goal of the "Varenne de l'Eau" project was to find concrete solutions required for adapting 
agriculture to the challenges faced by climate change. It was supposed to "follow on from the Assises 
de l'eau" Water Conferences held in 2018 and 2019, and thus to help finding synergies between water 
policy and agricultural water policy. 
 
However, the "Varenne" very quickly gave rise to disputes. The name given to this consultation refers 
to the address of the Ministry of Agriculture in Paris. Despite the fact that the two ministries in charge 

 
46 Several consultative bodies, suc as the National Council for Nature Protection (CNPN) had given negative 
opinions, not only concerning water but regarding biodiversity issues as well.  
47 An appeal against this decision is still ongoing. 
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of agriculture and the environment are jointly responsible for the project, several organizations such 
as UFC-Que choisir (the main consumer protection organisation) and France Nature Environnement (a 
federation of nearly 6000 associations for the protection of nature and the environment, which has 
always been a historical interlocutor of the Ministry of the Environment) considered that the Varenne 
project called into question what had been established during the water conferences Assises de l’eau. 
 
One of the sticking points was the discussion on the des Projets de Territoire de Gestion en Eau (PTGE) 
(Water Management Territory Projects). The PTGEs were defined for the first time in 2015 following 
the instruction relating to funding by the Water Agencies for replacement reservoirs, and their interest 
had been confirmed by an expert report in May 201848.  
 
In the framework of the Assises de l’eau, the PTGEs were put forward as genuine democratic tools to 
ensure a return to a balance between available resources and local uses and "to improve the sharing 
of water between users in territories under pressure"49, while considering the preservation of aquatic 
environments.  
 
However, on 1 February 2022, at the conclusion of the Varenne meeting, Prime Minister Jean Castex 
announced the revision of the PTGEs circular and the decree dedicated to quantitative water 
management. This decree of 23 June 2021 on the quantitative management of water resources had 
been the subject of more than 18 months of consultation within the Conseil National de l’Eau (National 
Water Council).  
 
On this sensitive issue of resource sharing, the government has announced its intention to strengthen 
the role of the departmental prefects through regulations in order to bring the PTGEs to a successful 
conclusion more quickly: "A consultation cannot last 10 or 15 years (...) We must finally have the 
courage to move forward and decide, even when it is complicated," declared the Prime Minister. A 
new regulation was therefore announced. This decision was welcomed by the majority agricultural 
union FNSEA and its ally Jeunes agriculteurs (Young famers). In a press release, the two organizations 
"welcome (...) with satisfaction the strengthening of the role of the prefects as the final recourse in the 
event of deadlock in local consultations, thus limiting the endless situations of deadlock". 
 
This strengthening of the role of the prefects was not welcomed by the environmental associations, 
for whom the acceleration, or even the placing under prefectural supervision, of the consultation 
process around the PTGEs only risks weakening them even more. The associations recalled that the 
length of time it takes to draw up the PTGEs is often explained by the absence of precise data on 
existing withdrawals or storage facilities. Thus, according to France Nature Environnement: "To want 
to rush the collective agreement, or worse, to decide without having a complete diagnosis, is to resume 
the path of the forced passage that we knew in Sivens...". 
 
In addition, the decree n° 2021-795 of 23 June 2021 relating to the quantitative management of water 
resources and the management of crisis situations linked to drought will be completed at the end of 
the Varenne to reinforce the role of the prefects in the determination of the volumes that can be 
withdrawn outside of low water levels.50  
 

 
48 Cellule d'expertise relative à la gestion quantitative de l'eau pour faire face aux épisodes de sécheresse, CGEDD 
Report n° 011865-01, drawn up by Pierre-Etienne Bisch (Honorary Regional Prefect), Louis Hubert (CGEDD), 
Claude Mailleau (CGAAER), Florence Denier-Pasquier (FNE) and Luc Servant (APCA), Mai 2018.  Government 
instruction of 7 May 2019 relating to PTGEs 
49 Assessment of Assises de l’Eau 
50 Decree No. 2021-795 of 23 June 2021 relating to the quantitative management of water resources and the 

management of crisis situations linked to drought, 2021-795 (2021). 
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The Varenne is just another example of neo-corporate water management, which has already been 
identified during the National Water Debate (Sandrine, 2006).  
An example of a debate with a high level of tension but situated spatially and socially: the case of 
large predators 
One of the most heated and recurrent subjects of tension between environmentalists and farmers 
(livestock breeders) has long been the question of large predators. This is a major point of tension, a 
"hot button issue" on which even discussion is difficult and which can hinder attempts at collaboration 
initiated between environmental and agricultural organizations. 
 
This issue is typical of a problem marked by a high level of conflict but which remains relatively 
"confined", involving well-identified actors without, to date, the subject having given rise to a wider 
political debate. We will briefly discuss this divisive and controversial issue here, with reference to the 
situation of the wolf and the lynx.  
 
With regard to the wolf: according to the latest estimate by the French Office for Biodiversity (Office 
français de la biodiversité - OFB), the wolf population is 921 animals. The agricultural unions are calling 
for an increase in the number of authorised killings (currently limited to 19% of the total population). 
The development of protective measures for herds has led to a decrease in predation, both in the 
number of attacks and the number of animals killed, despite the increase in the number of predators. 
However, some breeders categorically reject the "live with the wolf" approach and consider that 
protecting their herds would mean accepting the presence of the wolf. Furthermore, the means of 
protection (fences, packs of dogs, etc.) are perceived as restrictive and not always adapted to the 
different farming systems. In the case of the wolf, an important element of this debate is of course the 
improvement of its conservation status with the continued growth of the wolf population observed 
throughout Europe (estimated for 2022 at around 19,000 individuals)51. 
 
With regard to the lynx, the situation is different. Although protected at international, European and 
national levels, the feline is classified as "endangered" on the IUCN red list for France. In France, the 
species enjoys the status of protected species and threatened with extinction.  
 
Despite this protection, the decline in numbers led in 2018 to the development of a national action 
plan in favor of this emblematic species. This plan was submitted for consultation in 2021. The project 
emphasizes that the threats relate mainly to road collisions on the one hand, and illegal destruction 
on the other. Over a period of 5 years, it sets itself the objective of restoring the species to a good state 
of conservation without reintroduction or regulation, but this plan does not provide for any additional 
human resources and a derisory financial envelope. The National Council for the Protection of Nature, 
noting a lack of knowledge, recommended that a study be carried out on the disturbance of the feline 
by certain hunting practices, and forestry and recreational activities at similar times of the year or in 
refuge areas for the species. He also suggested analyzing the coherence of the network of existing 
protected areas with the needs of the lynx. 
 
In France, the return of the Lynx was detected in 1974 on the Jura massif, following the reintroductions 
carried out in Switzerland between 1972 and 1975 (Breitenmoser et al., 1998). The regular presence 
area is mainly located in the Jura, as well as in the Vosges (in decline) and in the Alps. 
 
In general, the subject of large predators is controversial, including among researchers, for whom it is 
very difficult not to take sides with one or the other of the opposing camps (schematically, ecologists 

 
51 Hence the resolution passed by the European Parliament asking that the protection status of the wolf be 
revised downwards. Résolution du Parlement européen la protection des élevages de bétail et des grands 
carnivores en Europe (European Parliament resolution on the protection of livestock farming and large carnivores 
in Europe), 24 November 2022 (2022/2952 (RSP)).  
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versus breeders). F. Benhamou shows in his work that the discussions are marked by a general 
idealization of mountain farming and its effects on the environment, as well as a schematic vision of 
the issues related to the return of large predators such as the wolf (Benhamou , 2007; Benhamou, 
Dangléant, 2009). 
 
Thus, changes in livestock systems have led to a pastoral specialization which has not always had the 
best consequences on the maintenance of pasture vegetation and on the possibilities of economic 
development. For F. Benhamou and C. Dangléant, the wolf, in particular, and the large predators, in 
general, are the indicators and the scapegoats of the crisis of mountain pastoralism. 
 

3. Current policy choices: what can be learnt from 
recent public debate concerning French Strategic Plan 
of the Common Agricultural Policy? 
During 2020, the Ministry of Agriculture and Food was at the heart of three public participation 
exercises in 2020: the ImPACtons! public debate, the preliminary consultation on the revision of the 
National Nitrates Action Plan, and the Citizens' Climate Convention. The development of the new 
Common Agricultural Policy, the opinions that this policy was the subject of and the reactions and 
debates that it provoked, are a good way to understand and measure the debates concerning the link 
between agriculture and the environment in France. We also sought to analyze the media treatment 
of agriculture-environment relations, through the production of a press review.  
 
It should be remembered that Article 11 of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union, which 
is not specific to the CAP, states that "environmental protection requirements must be integrated into 
the definition and implementation of the Union’s policies and activities, in particular with a view to 
promoting sustainable development". It should also be recalled that the EU's climate commitments 
under the Paris Agreement also provide for CAP actions to contribute to supporting climate objectives 
for 40% of the total financial envelope. The NSP, like the European regulation of the CAP, should 
therefore be in line with the global trajectories set out at global and European level. This includes 
achieving carbon neutrality by 2050 and contributing to the objectives set by the European 
Commission in its Green Pact published in 2020, and in particular the Farm to Fork and Biodiversity 
strategies, by 2030. 
 
For the first time, as part of the negotiations for this new CAP, the European Commission asked each 
Member State to draw up a National Strategic Plan (NSP) covering the two pillars of the CAP in order 
to define its priorities and its choices of national variation. The Ministry of Agriculture and Food steered 
this file at national level, and drafted France's National Strategic Plan, in conjunction with the Regions 
(Regional Councils), which are today EAFRD management authorities. 
 
This is the first time that the CAP and its French version became the subject of a public debate52. This 
public debate entitled "ImPACtons!" was organized by the National Commission for Public Debate53. 

 
52 According to the Ministry of Agriculture, the French public debate would constitute a unique experience at 
European level, "the other Member States did not carry out a comparable exercise to build their NSP CAP" 
(Ministère de l’agriculture et de l’alimentation, 2021).  
53 The draft European regulation COM (2018) 392 provides in its articles 95 and 125 that the National Strategic 
Plan (NSP) must be the subject of a strategic environmental assessment meeting the requirements of European 
Directive 2001/42/EC. The provisions adopted in France to integrate this directive into the Environment Code 
have the effect (Articles L 122-4 and L 121-8) that the National Commission for Public Debate (CNDP) must be 
consulted on a mandatory basis on national-level plans and programs subject to an environmental assessment. 
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In addition to this public debate which took place from February to November 2020 (with a suspension 
of the debate from April to August due to the COVID 19 health crisis), and to which we will return, the 
analysis of other opinions and positions taken give a complete picture of the debates: 

- The environmental authority issued an opinion on the draft NSP CAP in October 202154. 
- An electronic public consultation took place from 13 November 2021 to 12 December 2021. 
- Different positions in the media should be noted.  

 
3.1 Lessons from the public debate organized by the CNDP 
The CNDP published its report on 7 January 2021; the Ministry of Agriculture and Food provided a 
response published on 7 April 202155. 
 
Figure D.7: Ranking of the objectives assigned to the CAP according to the results of the questionnaire survey 

organized as part of the public debate (7409 respondents). 

 
 

 
The Minister of Agriculture and Food therefore referred the matter to the President of the CNDP on 9 September 
2019. Following this referral, the CNDP published in the Official Journal of 6 October 2019 its decision n°2019/147 
to activate a public debate procedure on the National Strategic Plan that France must produce as part of the post 
2020 CAP reform. The CNDP is an independent administrative authority created in 1995 to ensure that the 
public's right to information and participation in the process of drawing up projects, plans and programs that 
have an impact on the environment and present high socio-economic stakes is respected. The CNDP publishes a 
report and an assessment of each debate it organizes, in which it does not take a position on the appropriateness 
of the project, plan or program, but informs decision-makers about its feasibility. CGEDD Environmental 
Authority, Opinion on the national strategic plan for the common agricultural policy 2023-2027. Deliberate 
opinion no. 2021-78 adopted at the meeting of 20 October 2021. The consultation was conducted via an online 
questionnaire open to the public between 23 February and 3 April 2020, which generated over 12,000 
contributions. The CNDP also conducted over 100 interviews, involving 169 people. A citizens' assembly for 
agriculture, bringing together 125 people drawn by lot, was held from 25 to 27 September 2020 to draft a "new 
contract for agriculture", and debates were held on the ground from 11 September to 6 November 2020 in all 
regions of France.  
54 CGEDD environmental authority, Opinion on the national strategic plan for the common agricultural policy 
2023-2027. Deliberate Opinion No. 2021-78 adopted at the meeting of 20 October 2021. 
55 The consultation was conducted via an online questionnaire open to the public between 23 February and 3 
April 2020, which generated more than 12,000 contributions. The CNDP also conducted more than 100 
interviews, involving 169 people. A citizens' assembly for agriculture, bringing together 125 people selected at 
random, was held from 25 to 27 September 2020 to draft a "new contract for agriculture", and debates took 
place in the field from 11 September to 6 November 2020 in all regions of France. 
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As illustrated in Figure D.7, the consultation of the ImPACtons public debate showed that citizens 
consider priority or high priority "the fight and adaptation to climate change", "the protection of 
biodiversity, landscapes and ecosystems" and "sustainable management of natural resources". 
 
The debate highlighted the elements of major controversy and tension concerning the national 
strategic plan and more generally agricultural policy. Aid for assets, the use of phytosanitary products, 
the place of "organic", the quality of conventional, water storage, the ambition of the eco-regime to 
be adopted within the framework of the reform of the CAP, the capping of aid, they are all the subject 
of important disagreements.  
 
One of the major results of this debate was the need to open new forums for consultation in the 
agricultural field capable of creating new relationships, renewing the confidence of all actors and 
better integrating and enlightening society. 
 
3.2 A particularly critical opinion from the Environmental Authority 
In its opinion on the draft NSP-CAP, the Environmental Authority pointed out the absence of a 
qualitative and quantitative assessment of the implementation of the previous CAP in France : "The 
draft NSP thus seems to have been drawn up without any elements allowing the progress made so far 
in the environmental field to be measured, without identifying the causes of previous failures, and 
without precisely evaluating the shortcomings and obstacles encountered as a basis for the new 
guidelines proposed" (Autorité environnementale, 2021). 
 
The environmental authority also points out that "the choice of continuity for the financial balances 
between the two pillars, the absence of territorialization and the reference to the HVE system, the 
specifications of which have not yet been finalized, show a lack of consideration for the environmental 
issues to which the draft NSP should have provided a robust and ambitious response, in line with 
national and European commitments. While in its 2019 report, the Court of Auditors recommended 
'introducing a priority objective of reducing the use of plant protection products into the negotiations 
for the new CAP', this draft NSP will not make it possible to implement this recommendation" (Autorité 
environnementale, 2021). 
 
3.3 Winter 2021: An electronic public consultation showing a polarization of positions 
The electronic public consultation that took place from 13 November 2021 to 12 December 2021 
resulted in a summary produced by the Ministry of Agriculture and Food. This summary is interesting 
for measuring the existing divisions between the agricultural world, which invested in this consultation 
(unlike previous ones), and the actors defending a more demanding consideration of ecological issues. 
 
This summary indicates that the environment ranks second among the concerns expressed during the 
consultation, in particular the issues of preserving biodiversity (the most cited environmental theme), 
animal welfare, control of the use of pesticides, climate change and carbon storage, etc. However, the 
summary emphasizes that "the environmental theme is manifested in a variety of positions in this 
regard". 
 

- A large number of contributors express the wish for a more environmentally friendly 
agriculture and deplore a lack of ambition in the future CAP NSP. In particular, they criticized 
a budget that was deemed to be too small and dedicated to the environment, the eligibility of 
the HVE label for eco-regimes, and "the absence of significant progress" in relation to the 
conditions of the green payment (for example, in terms of banning pesticides). This stance 
generally expresses a feeling of disappointment with what is perceived as a lack of a break with 
the previous CAP, which is considered to have failed to meet its environmental objectives. 

- Another position consists in indicating that the additional efforts required from farmers to 
engage their farms in a transition towards a "greener" and "resilient" agriculture, in 
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accordance with European objectives, requires "additional means, particularly in terms of 
investment and training-research-development", as well as personalized and local support. 
The objective, according to these contributors, is to reconcile "economic profitability and 
measures in favor of the environment". They are therefore in favor of maximum flexibility and 
accessibility of eco-regimes to as many people as possible. 

- A final position is in strong opposition to the environmental ambition of the CAP NSP. These 
respondents believe that the responsibility placed on farmers to improve their practices is 
excessive, detracts from the primary purpose of the CAP, and does not consider the reality of 
the agricultural sector, which is subject to numerous regulatory constraints within the 
framework of European and world markets (WTO). They even consider that the environmental 
requirements of the CAP NSP would be counter-productive, arguing that they could lead to a 
reduction in European productivity and a relocation of environmental damage in connection 
with the increase in imports. 

 
Box: Ministry of Agriculture and Food, Extract from the summary of the electronic consultation, 
pp. 5-6. 

 
This excerpt is interesting because it reveals the arguments of the actors in the agricultural world. 
Support for the idea of ecological transition is far from being a given, and is strongly resisted, 
particularly by the majority of professional agricultural organizations such as the powerful National 
Federation of Agricultural Holders' Unions.  
 
3.4 In the media : statements in favor of a more environmentally ambitious CAP 
In May 2021, after several months of negotiations on national arbitrations, the Minister of Agriculture 
presented the main French orientations of the future Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) to trade 
unions, industry representatives and NGOs. The Confédération Paysanne, the Fédération Nationale de 
l'Agriculture Biologique (FNAB), the platform Pour une autre PAC, as well as the organizations WWF, 
Greenpeace and France Nature Environnement (FNE) stormed out of the meeting, denouncing a 
"travesty of negotiation" and a "status quo" that reinforces an agricultural model that is "on its last 
legs" (Gérard & Girard, 2021). 
 
At the same time, scientists and researchers specializing in ecology and agroecology, as well as 
students from agricultural colleges, have spoken to the media. At the end of 2022, students will also 
be speaking to the media in the same perspective.  
 
Thus, in May 2021, in an article published in the newspaper Le Monde, more than 700 scientists from 
public research bodies and universities - economists, agronomists, ecologists, conservation biologists, 
etc. - called on the government to "define an ambitious national strategic plan which is a real tool for 
the agroecological transition and to make fair arbitrations based on the health, social and 
environmental benefits of practices. - In a letter published in the newspaper Le Monde, more than 700 
scientists from public research organizations and universities - economists, agronomists, ecologists, 
conservation biologists, etc. - also called on the government "to define an ambitious national strategic 
plan, which would be a real tool for the agroecological transition, and to make fair arbitrations based 
on the health, social and environmental benefits of the practices, and not only on the weight of the 
stakeholders in the negotiations" (Tribune, 2021). 
 
The scientists recall in particular: "The small steps of the CAP are no longer enough. Since the 1992 
reform, which introduced agri-environmental measures, the successive reforms of the CAP have taken 
very little account of social and environmental issues. The "greening" of the CAP in 2013 proved to be 
a total failure according to the European Court of Auditors. In 2020, 3,600 scientists launched an appeal 
in the academic journal People and Nature for strong action to ensure that the CAP meets the 
challenges of sustainability". 
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At the start of the 2022 academic year, around 40 students, future agronomists or agro-economists, 
who had worked on the subject, took a stand to explain that they "could not silently subscribe to the 
proposals adopted in the French NSP" and questioned the Head of State a few days before the French 
presidency of the European Union. The tribune was published on the Internet and was relayed by the 
newspaper Le Monde (Foucart, 2022). 

 
Box: Excerpt from the letter sent by agronomy and political science students to the President 
of the Republic (AgroCampus Quest, 2022).  
 
"The decoupled payments of the first pillar remain largely in line with the 2014-2020 CAP. This 
system is a source of inequality, with 50% of CAP aid going to 20% of farmers: decoupled aid 
per hectare largely favors large farms, represented by large cereal crops. On the other hand, 
certain sectors (e.g. fruit and vegetables) are neglected because of the small size of the farms. 
However, they are of strategic importance for France in terms of job creation, wealth, food 
sovereignty and improving the resilience of our production systems." 
 
(...) "the main lever of the agro-ecological transition within the CAP is located at the level of 
the secondpillar, through the MAEC and organic farming aids, among others. On the contrary, 
the measures of the first pillar, even when constrained by environmental conditionality and 
added to the eco-regimes, do not appear to be vectors of systemic changes in agricultural 
practices. The choice to maintain a transfer of only 7.53% from the first pillar to the second 
pillar for France thus underlines once again the lack of ambition of this NSP with regard to rural 
development and environmental issues.  
 
(...)  
 
The National Strategic Plan as it will be presented to the European Commission in early 2022 
is for us clearly not up to the economic, social and environmental challenges. The logic of its 
implementation shows a global incoherence between the stated objectives and the means 
implemented insofar as the public money of the CAP continues to massively subsidize an 
unsustainable agricultural model." 

 
The students also recall the severe opinion of the Environmental Authority, but also of France 
Stratégie, an institution dependent on the French Prime Minister, as well as the Economic, Social and 
Environmental Council, which both insisted in their respective opinions on the need for an agricultural 
transition. They thus express the feeling that these opinions have not been considered, just as the 
points of view expressed during the Impactons! debate have not been sufficiently considered. 
 
France is facing an aging agricultural population with, in 2016, an average age of its farmers of 52 years, 
compared to 40.5 years for other French workers. This phenomenon is expected to increase (from 
2010 to 2016, the share of farmers aged 60 and over rose from 10% to 17%). After a period of 
continuous improvement, since 2014, the replacement rate has been declining and this trend is 
expected to continue over the next decade due to the large number of farmers over 55. 
 
Nearly one in three operators is not replaced, and from 2010 to 2016, the number of operators 
declined by 1.1% per year. This decline is expected to continue at an annual rate of at least 1.7 to 3.3% 
for the next CAP program and, according to the Mutualité sociale agricole, 44.9% of farmers will have 
reached the legal retirement age by the end of 2026. The lack of attractiveness of the profession is 
linked to low pay and working conditions (arduousness, pace), but also to the negative image of certain 
sectors. There are strong regional disparities, with the northeast quarter and the Mediterranean region 
appearing to be the most attractive areas. 
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France is making extensive use of support tools for generational renewal. The number of new farmers 
outside the family is increasing, reaching 32% in 2017 (26% in 2015 and 29% in 2016), but agriculture 
recruits primarily from within: more than 80% of men and 50% of women farmers (aged 30-59 in 2014-
2015) are children of a farmer. For several years, women have represented more than 30% of new 
installations. There is an increase in the number of organic farming installations and installations not 
supported by the CAP are also increasing. 
 
We insist on this trend because some actors consider that the generational renewal could help more 
structural changes in agricultural practices, even if there is no evidence on the subject. Some people 
think it could help to unravel FNSEA’s influence. 
 
3.5 CAP and the issue of organic farming 
Organic farming is developing in the country, particularly in four regions that represent 60% of farms 
and areas under organic management (Occitanie, Nouvelle Aquitaine, Auvergne-Rhône Alpes and Pays 
de la Loire). The population is expressing new expectations of farmers, such as "providing safe, healthy 
and high-quality food", but also preserving the environment and animal welfare. Dietary trends are 
changing with a decrease in meat consumption (except poultry) and an increase in spending on milk, 
eggs and vegetable proteins. The dissemination of agroecology would make it possible to meet these 
expectations while constituting a path to be favored to fight against climate change (lower inputs) and 
first to adapt to it (water efficiency) and maintain biodiversity.  
 
In a recent report the Cour des Comptes has conducted aan assessment of the extent to which the 
tools and means of the dedicated public policy have made it possible to achieve the objectives defined 
by the successive programs since 2010 (Cour des Comptes, 2022). 
 
Since the 1990s, France has followed a policy of supporting organic farming within the European 
framework, mainly through the Ministry of Agriculture and Food (MAA), with increasing support from 
the Ministry for Ecological Transition (MTE). Several plans have been  launched since 1998, including 
the Ambition Bio 2013-2017 program, then the 2017-2022 program, pursuing a series of objectives 
detailed in the following diagram, in particular two  quantified objectives: 15% of useful agricultural 
areas (UAA) to be organic and 20% of institutional catering to be organic by 2022. 
 
In addition to the new EU regulation of 2018 specifying the rules for organic farming, which will come 
into force in 2022, in May 2020 the European Union adopted the strategy “from farm to fork” as part 
of its Green Deal, one of the objectives of which is to devote 25% of agricultural land to organic farming 
by 2030.  
 
Organic farming was marginal in France for a long time, but it has made strong progress over the last 
decade, particularly since 2015, and France now ranks first in Europe for organic UAA with more than 
2.8 Mha in 2021. Thus, over the last decade, organic farming has undergone a change of scale, with 
the share of organic farming in the agricultural area times over this period. Between 2010 and 2021, it 
has increased from 4% to 13.4% of farms, representing 10.3% of UAA and 19% of farmers, who are on 
average younger and more educated. However, this growth is variable : for example, only 6% of land 
in the cereals sector, which represents 35% of the French UAA, is cultivated organically. Furthermore, 
although organic consumption has increased 3.5 times in 10 years, it still represents only 6.6% of 
household food expenditure in 2021.  
 
The support measures for organic farming provided for in the successive plans have been based on 
numerous existing mechanisms.  Revalued upwards in 2015, the organic production aid provided for 
under the CAP have encouraged conversions, albeit to varying degrees depending on the sector. 
However, according to the Court of Accounts, in view of the high demand, the MAA undersized the aid 
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for conversion and maintenance in organic farming between 2015 and 2020. Thus, almost half of the 
EAFRD organic measures budget was consumed in the first year of the program (€545 million 
committed in 2015). In addition to this lack of funding, which has led to ceilings, there have been delays 
in  payment and particularly high rates of rejection of aid applications for organic farming. In addition 
to the 50% provided by Europe, the State budget co-finances 17% of EAFRD organic measures, behind 
the water agencies, which have become the leading national funding body since 2016 with 30% of the 
total, and ahead of the managing regions, which contribute only 3%. The report emphasizes that, in 
the face of this crucial challenge, support measures are still insufficient. The Court of Accounts, after a 
detailed review of the scientific literature, recalls the benefits of organic farming, particularly in terms 
of health and the environment, and observes that the development of organic farming is the best way 
to make the agri-environmental transition successful and lead so-called conventional farms towards 
more environmentally friendly practices. However, the policy of support for organic farming remains 
insufficient: since 2010, successive action programs have failed to achieve the objectives of 15% of 
agricultural land in organic farming and 20% of organic food in public canteens by 2022. To help achieve 
the new objectives set by France and the European Union, the Court of Accounts makes 12 
recommendations56.  
 

4. Focus on Brittany 
In this development dedicated to Brittany, we will focus on the controversial issue of green algae (2), 
after reviewing some of the main characteristics of this area (1). 
 
4.1 Brittany: main characteristics 
With 27,209 km², Brittany represents 5% of the national territory. Its 1,270 communes, all less than 80 
km from the sea, are organized into 21 pays (as defined by the Voynet law of 25 June 1999) which 
correspond to the living and employment areas. There are twelve agglomerations with more than 
20,000 inhabitants: Rennes (regional capital), Brest, Vannes, Quimper, Saint-Brieuc, Lorient, Saint-
Malo, Morlaix, Vitré, Lannion, Lanester, Fougères. The four departments (Finistère, Côtes d'Armor, 
Morbihan, Ille et Vilaine) each have access to the sea. 
 
The region has a very indented coastline (2,730 km of coastline), i.e. a third of the metropolitan 
coastline, the region has 5,500 islands, islets and rocks (908 of which are vegetated) and a dense 
hydrographic network (640 drainage basins and 30,000 km of watercourses) made up, apart from the 
Vilaine, of small watercourses (less than 100 km long). Inland waters and the territorial sea represent 
two-thirds of the regional land surface. The richness of the territory in terms of biodiversity is also due 
to the existence of rare natural environments (e.g., gulf of Morbihan, marshes of Vilaine). 
 
The region has 3.3 million inhabitants, 38% of whom live in the employment areas of the two 
metropolitan areas, Rennes and Brest. Its demographic growth, higher than the national average since 
1975 (0.7% per year), is marked by suburbanization and continuous urbanization on the southern 
coast, the artificialization of the land and the predominance of individual housing (70%).  
 
Because of its history and its peninsular geography, the region is perceived par many local actors as 
being remote and landlocked. 
 
The Breton economy is based on the agro-food industry, telecommunications, automotive, 
shipbuilding and tourism sectors, particularly on the coast. Agriculture is dominated by livestock 
farming, which occupies 62% of the region. 
 

 
56 A detailed english summary of the report is available (Choi, 2020).  
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In terms of greenhouse gases, agriculture accounts for 96% of non-energy emissions and 47% of total 
emissions. 
 
In Brittany, 12.8% of the territory is artificial, which is more than the French average. Thus 7% of the 
region is covered by forest and 80% by agricultural land. This artificialization rate has been increasing 
since 2006 (+1.7%), higher than the national rate, placing the region in second place in terms of 
artificialization rate. This is due, among other causes, to urban sprawl and is mainly to the detriment 
of agricultural areas. Thus, agricultural land is constantly shrinking, with UAA (Utilised Agricultural 
Area) decreasing by 4% since 2000, as well as grassland (5% of the regional UAA) which has decreased 
by 24% since 2010. 
 
Brittany is a region of great ecological interest thanks to its peninsular location, with a major and 
diverse coastline (2,370 km), home to remarkable habitats and species, which are generally in good 
condition. Many wetlands are present, and the fauna and flora are rich. 
 
The coastline, with its high level of endemism, is of particular interest. These environments are 
threatened by heavy urbanization, coastal erosion, the attraction of tourism and the proliferation of 
green algae. The latter represent an ecological threat, particularly for shellfish farming, but also a 
health threat due to the toxicity of the algae when they are not collected. 
 
Brittany is historically a bocage region, but the hedgerows have a strong tendency to regress. The 
afforestation rate is one of the lowest in France (13% of the Breton surface area). Furthermore, 
Brittany has only 1% of its territory under protection or management, and the protection rates are 
lower than in the rest of France. 
 
4.2 Water resources 
The hydrographic network of Brittany is dense and diversified: 30,000 km of watercourses, the 
resource is globally abundant (all water bodies are in good quantitative condition). Almost all of 
Brittany is covered by Water Development and Management Plan (SAGE). 
 
Despite these measures, surface waters remain globally degraded (34% are in good condition) due to 
the alteration of the hydrography and morphology of the watercourses, to the discharge of diffuse 
pollutants accentuated by the numerous withdrawals. Thus, traces of pollutants are found in many 
water bodies (phosphorus, nitrates, pesticides and organic matter). As a result, the coastal waters of 
estuaries are degraded. 
 
The quality of the region's groundwater is linked to that of surface water, since the most chemically 
degraded groundwater bodies are located underneath poor-quality rivers. 42% of the groundwater 
bodies are in poor chemical condition. 
 
The whole region is classified as a zone vulnerable to nitrates and sensitive to eutrophication. 
Despite improvements, particularly with regard to nitrates (-37% of nitrates between 1997-2015), 
water resources in Brittany are still characterized by major water quality problems. 
 
During 2021, the draft of the 7th Regional Action Program (RAP7) Nitrates for Brittany was subject to 
public consultation. 
 
Brittany is in a special situation compared to other regions. First of all, it has been entirely classified as 
a "vulnerable zone" with regard to the "nitrates" parameter since 1994.  Secondly, the preparation of 
this plan gives rise to a confrontation between stakeholders. The main regional association federation 
is at the origin of an appeal before the Administrative Court of Rennes, which gave its decision on June 
4, 2021: Considering that the sixth Regional Action Plan (PAR6) adopted in 2018 was not ambitious 
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enough, the Administrative Court gave four months to the regional prefect to reinforce the regulatory 
measures on the territories experiencing significant green tides on beaches, for the duration of the 
remaining plan. "It is therefore planned to sign, before the end of 2021, a prefectoral order reinforcing 
the regulatory measures in the catchment areas concerned, which will be fully reintegrated into the 
PAR7, which is due to be signed a little later, in the summer of 2022," explains the Regional Directorate 
for the Environment, Planning and Housing (Dreal) of Brittany. 
It is in this context that the regional prefect has chosen to request the appointment of a guarantor 
from the National Commission for Public Debate to guarantee the quality of the consultation.  To date, 
the 7th RAP has not yet been published. 
 
According to the assessment of the basin, carried out within the framework of the Water Framework 
Directive in anticipation of the 3rd cycle (period 2022-2027), nitrate inputs continue to locally 
downgrade large groundwater bodies and remain a major cause of degradation of coastal water 
bodies. 
 
Drafted by the State, the Brittany region, the Loire-Brittany water agency and the departmental 
councils of Finistère and Côtes-d'Armor, the draft RAP 7 was presented to the elected members of the 
Regional Council on 14 October 2022. The introduction to the draft text refers to a "change of gear", 
while "nitrate concentrations in the waters of coastal rivers that feed the bays have been falling only 
slightly since 2015-2016", as noted by the Court of Auditors and Senator Delcros in 2021. 
 
While the Court of Auditors proposed to make the aid received by the agri-food industry conditional 
on the limitation of nitrogen leakage, the project provides for "targeted" aid and commitment charters. 
The authors also point out the creation of an agri-environmental and climate measure (AECM - Agri-
environment-climate measure) for green algae in the framework of the new CAP program that will 
begin in 2023. Another new feature of the text is the creation of a health component, implemented by 
the Regional Health Agency, including the provision of data collected by the twelve hydrogen sulphide 
sensors installed in 2022. 
 
A few days before the start of the discussion at the Regional Council, the association Eaux et Rivières 
de Bretagne (Waters and Rivers of Brittany) announced that it was leaving the steering committee of 
this plan and that it was lodging two appeals against the State with the Rennes Administrative Court. 

- The first appeal concerns the non-response of the State services to an appeal sent by the NGO 
last July. The association asks the State "We ask the State to take all useful measures to reach 
the objectives of the 1991 Nitrates Directive and the 2000 Water Framework Directive, in 
particular by limiting the total nitrogen in the plots. Citing recent reports by the French Court 
of Auditors and the Senate, the association also calls for the mobilisation of land, a ban on 
turning over meadows, and even a revision of the National Strategic Plan (NSP) - the French 
version of the next CAP - to achieve good biological water status. 

- Following the model of the Case of the Century, the second dispute aims to obtain 
compensation for environmental and moral damage, including the application of rapid 
measures, but also a package of 3.2 million euros for the association and the inhabitants of the 
affected areas. 

 
4.3 Diffuse agricultural pollution of water and the Green Algae controversy  
Among the multiple blames of intensive agriculture in pollution phenomena, aquatic pollution 
generated by intensive livestock farming, particularly in Brittany, is the first to come to the fore. This 
pollution is considered to be "diffuse".  
 
Based on their works in sociology and political science, Bourblanc and Brives have produced a very 
interesting paper focused on the social construction of the "diffused" character of agricultural pollution 
of water stemming from intensive livestock activities in Brittany. Leaving aside this phenomenon's 
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scientific aspects, they turn their attention to the way social and political circles see and handle this 
sort of pollution, and to the strategies which this "diffuse" pollution from farming allows for. Examining 
public actions, they show how the agricultural "profession" tries to remain vague about this question 
in order to put off the moment when it reaches the public agenda, how it exploits the difficulty of 
finding indicators for allotting responsibility and how it turns this "diffused" trait into an essential 
property of this pollution.  
Thus, the majority agricultural representatives were able to take advantage of the diffuse nature of 
agricultural pollution that they had to co-manage with the public authorities. Since they had not 
fabricated this diffuse property from scratch, they mobilized this pre-established characteristic of 
excess animal manure in order to, initially, delay the inclusion of this problem on the public agenda. 
Secondly, they seek to increase the indeterminate nature of the problem, thus reserving maximum 
leeway when negotiating a program to combat this pollution. This diffuse nature also makes it possible 
to highlight the interest of an educational system, because the agronomic treatment of the issue thus 
defined is part of the long-term work of the advisory activity and because the Chambers of Agriculture 
see the opportunity to reactivate a management system that is losing momentum. 
 
"This adjustment work by the agricultural profession to keep control of pollution management by 
playing on its diffuse nature has an immediate effect in the resulting public action, since it favors 
cooperation with farmers rather than sanctions, and constantly comes up against the impossibility of 
a real evaluation" (Bourblanc, Brives, 162). 
 
Thus, "In total, the agricultural profession will have succeeded not only in regulating the time frame of 
public action to its own calendar but also in imposing the very mode of public action. When setting up 
the first measures to combat agricultural pollution, it is only a matter of encouragement from the 
outset. Any binding instrument, although used in other sectors, is carefully rejected [Larrue, 1989]. 
When the Chambers of Agriculture are entrusted by the agricultural administration with the 
application of the very first orders of the "Nitrates" Directive, they only commit themselves to an 
"advice and support" system based on volunteering and education. As a result, although the 
administration has delegated to them nothing less than the implementation of a European directive, 
the Chambers of Agriculture are only committed to changes in practices and to the means they will 
use to achieve them (mobilisation of their staff, advice, training, experimentation, information 
campaigns, etc.) rather than to results in terms of an effective decrease in nitrate levels in water 
[Brives, 2001, 135]. But even in terms of means, the Chambers consider that the good agricultural 
practices that they are supposed to promote are indeed "mandatory but not sanctionable" [ibid.: 
134]." (Bourblanc, Brives, 170). 
 
Magalie Bourblanc revisits this controversy and the question of the choice of indicator (nitrogen or 
phosphorus) in an article from 2016.  She recalls the context marked by the memory of pollution 
generated by phosphate in detergents, which had occupied the front of the news in the 1980s and 
1990s:  "Ifremer's work [affirming the limiting factor of nitrogen] was not well received by public 
decision-makers" who saw phosphorus as a simple object and already characterized, and the handful 
of researchers had to face the contradiction of the majority agricultural coalition in Brittany, which has 
constantly sought to contest the link between intensive agricultural activity and green algae. 
 
The controversy thus opposes three Ifremer researchers against, among others, the head of Istes, an 
association that proclaims itself to be "scientific and technical" but which is essentially reduced to its 
president. M. Bourblanc recalls that, at that time, Ifremer was not very involved in the subject of green 
algae and subcontracted to Ceva (Center for the Study and Valorization of Algae, a semi-public 
company "dedicated to promoting a green, circular and sustainable economy through algae") most of 
the studies on green algae that were entrusted to it. The debate was then marked by "reciprocal 
accusations of partiality" in which the denunciation of opponents took precedence: Istes accused one 
of the three Ifremer researchers of having held positions of responsibility within the region's main 
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federation of environmental associations, Eau et Rivières de Bretagne (Water and Rivers of Brittany), 
which was at the forefront of criticism of intensive agriculture, and Istes was reproached for belonging 
to the majority agricultural interest groups. It was the setting up of a national expert mission, jointly 
commissioned by the Ministry of the Environment and the Ministry of Agriculture, which made it 
possible to calm the controversy by shifting the debate to the effectiveness of intervention and no 
longer to that of responsibility. Thus, with the concept of "control factor", the Chevassus-au-Louis 
report has given rise to a new category of public intervention that opens up the possibility of a plurality 
of action levers (nitrogen and phosphorus) to be adapted according to the contexts in order to combat 
the phenomenon of green tides57.  
 
Furthermore, the report concludes that if any doubts (concerning the link between green algae and 
agriculture) still persist, they are not a matter of scientific concern. As mentioned by the authors of the 
report, some academics have described such behaviors as a stratgy of building uncertainty in order to 
perpetuate environmental inaction. « It seems to us that this concept fits well to the situation » 
(Chevassus -au-Louis et al., 2012 p. 126). 
The publication of a comic book, Algues vertes, l'histoire interdite (Green algae, the forbidden story) 
(Léraud, Van Hive, 2019, sold more than 75,000 copies), marks a new step in the visibility of the green 
algae problem in 2019. It confirms and illustrates (literaly and figuratively) the strategy used to 
perpetuate inaction pointed by the Chevassus-au-Louis report. 
 
Journalist and documentary maker Inès Léraud traces the history of the green tides from their origins 
to the present day, pointing the finger at the role of intensive livestock farming and the agro-industrial 
interests that stem from it. The comic book shows how for thirty years, between 1979 and 2009, no 
political and administrative authority took the measure of the phenomenon and did not put in place 
preventive or curative actions. On the contrary, according to the comic book, certain actors in the 
agricultural sector developed a campaign aimed at discrediting the scientific discourse and intimidating 
the leaders of environmental protection associations. 
 
Following the publication of the book, the author was sued nitrateor defamation, and was subjected 
to numerous attacks, threats and intimidation58. A Breton collective was therefore formed to support 
her and "defend the freedom to inform about the agri-food sector, against private interests who would 
like to restrict it".  
 
In March 2020, the weekly Le Canard enchaîné revealed that the journalist's visit to the Quintin book 
fair (Côtes d'Armor) had been cancelled after an elected official of the municipality, an employee of 
the Côtes d'Armor Chamber of Agriculture (run by the National Federation of Agricultural Holders' 
Unions - FNSEA), intervened with the fair team. Earlier, the journalist had learned that a regional 
publishing house had preferred to give up its project to translate the comic Algues vertes, l'histoire 

 
57 The personality and career of Chevassus-au-Louis himself is almost unanimous: former director of research in 
hydrobiology at National Institute of Agronomic Research (Institut national de la recherche agronomique - INRA), 
then director general of INRA (1992-1996), former president of the National Museum of Histoire Naturelle 
(Muséum national d'Histoire Naturelle - MNHN) (2002 - 2006), member of the General Council for Food, 
Agriculture and Rural Areas (Conseil général de l'alimentation, de l'agriculture et des espaces ruraux - CGAAER) 
and former vice-president of the National Commission for Biomolecular Engineering (Commission nationale du 
Génie Biomoléculaire - CGB), where he led a working group dealing with the GMO controversy  
58 The authors are quoted in the debates on the necessary protection of whistleblowers, which show that the 
issue is particularly sensitive in terms of pollution linked to intensive farming. This is illustrated by the case of 
Valérie Murat, who was sentenced to record damages for publishing an independent study revealing the 
presence of pesticide residues in wines certified as "high environmental value" in the Bordeaux region. See: 
Laurent Radisson, "Lanceurs d'alerte: la nouvelle loi devrait contribuer à combattre les atteintes à 
l'environnement" (Whistleblowers: new law should help fight environmental damage), Actu-environnement, 3 
February 2022. 
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interdite into Breton, for fear of losing subsidies from the Regional Council of Brittany. A petition in 
support of Inès Léraud was published by the daily newspaper Libération, entitled "Défendons la liberté 
d'informer sur le secteur agro-alimentaire" (Let's defend the freedom to inform about the agri-food 
sector). 
 
A film based on the comic book is currently being made. Predictably, the project was not well received 
locally and during the summer the film crew encountered difficulties in obtaining the necessary 
permits (Ayad & Pinel, 2022).  
 
This episode in Brittany is indicative of a broader tendency to try to stigmatize, and even criminalide 
critical discourse with regard to intensive agriculture. 
 
"Agri-bashing and criminalization of criticism of intensive agriculture 
There is a partly successful attempt by some representatives of the agricultural world to put a new 
public issue on the agenda: "agri-bashing". By this term, certain professional agricultural organizations 
denounce what they perceive as a systematic campaign of denigration initiated by environmental 
organizations and relayed by the media. 
 
One example is the information mission set up at the National Assembly and tasked with producing a 
report on "the means of curbing the obstacles and obstructions to the exercise of certain legal 
activities". Citing the case of the fire at a slaughterhouse in 2018 in the department of Ain, the report 
states that "this serious incident bears witness to the virulence, in recent years, of militant actions to 
obstruct certain activities such as agriculture, livestock farming, abbateg, processing, transport and 
trade in meat and animal products, and hunting ". 
 
Agri-bashing is a term that appeared in the public debate very recently, around 2018.  It refers to 
"actions to denigrate the agricultural world, initiated, for their most visible face, by environmental 
organizations, massively relayed by the media, and maintained, more insidiously, by everyday 
reactions contesting the farmer's right to continue farming". 
 
The extent and the very existence of the phenomenon are debated. Obviously, it is, at least in large 
part, a category put forward mainly by the FNSEA, which seeks to reaffirm its position as spokesperson 
for the agricultural world and a renewed unity of the farming world, around the idea that all farmers 
are "victims" of denigration and media lynching.  
 
This strategy has met with some success: On the political side, we note that some members of 
parliament (in particular in the Senate) relay and take up this discourse, which also has concrete effects 
on the side of public action: Indeed, it is in response to this "problem" that in October 2019, a 
specialised unit of the Directorate General of the National Gendarmerie was set up: the Déméter unit. 
This unit is responsible for carrying out prevention actions with regard to criminal acts, in conjunction 
with the organizations representing the agricultural world, anticipating the threat and dealing with the 
judicial treatment of attacks on the agricultural world. The setting up of this unit has been criticised, 
in particular for some of its missions infringing on the freedom of expression. 
 
On 17 July 2020, twelve associations and the agricultural union Confédération Paysanne (Peasant 
Confederation) sent an open letter to the Minister of the Interior calling for its dissolution and 
denouncing the Déméter unit's methods of action, citing in particular "worrying excesses" and 
"methods of intimidation". 
 
In a judgment of 1 February 2022, the Paris administrative court, seized by the associations L214, 
Pollinis and Générations futures on the grounds of obstruction of freedom of expression, ruled in favor 
of the associations, stating that the prevention of "actions of an ideological nature" does not fall within 
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the remit of the gendarmerie and therefore has no legal basis. However, the dissolution of the unit 
requested by the associations was not obtained. The Déméter unit therefore retained its mission to 
prevent criminal offences, but the administrative court requested that its activities aimed at 
preventing and monitoring "actions of an ideological nature" be terminated. 
 
In an article for the online magazine Reporterre, the head of the association Génération Furture 
denounces a fable that hinders the necessary evolution of agriculture. According to him, there is no 
such thing as agri-bashing, and this is a strategy, supported by the FNSEA, aimed at disqualifying any 
criticism of the agri-food system. However, wanting to prohibit criticism of the agricultural system is 
dangerous: "Indeed, how can we think that the agricultural world would be able to change its vision 
and take a turn towards an essential agro-ecology if any slightly severe criticism of current practices 
became taboo on the grounds of agri-bashing? The strategy of crying agri-bashing would have only one 
effect: to further increase the divorce between the current agricultural system and the society that 
loves agriculture but asks it to change. In contrast to this vision, a factual critique of agricultural 
production methods - even if it is sometimes severe - is essential for the emergence of a new contract 
between society and the agricultural world, in order to develop a new model integrating social, 
economic, health and ecological concerns for the well-being of all” (Veilerette, 2019). 
 
Box: Agri-bashing, a discourse well relayed in the Senate 

In the course of 2021, two reports from information missions were drawn up in the Senate, 
demonstrating the dissemination of the FNSEA's discourse on agri-bashing. The first, submitted in 
January 2021, is the result of a fact-finding mission devoted to "ways of curbing the obstacles and 
obstructions to the exercise of certain legal activities" (Senate/Martine Leguille-Balloy & Alain Péréa, 
January 2021). The authors of the report take up the FNSEA's interpretation of the extent of the 
phenomenon, which is underestimated in the official figures: According to the Déméter unit, which 
was still responsible for recording offences "motivated by an ideology" (as distinct from ordinary 
offences), 49 intrusions into farms (mainly in livestock farms) were recorded by the gendarmerie 
units in 2019. The authors of the report nevertheless indicate that "The non-exhaustive list of 
obstructions noted by the National Federation of Agricultural Holders' Unions (FNSEA) in agricultural 
and livestock activities in 2019 and 2020 nevertheless tends to underline a much greater frequency 
of this phenomenon, beyond the dozens of offences noted by the gendarmerie". Another report 
makes the link between agri-bashing and suffering at work, and even the risk of suicide, among 
farmers affected by a feeling of persecution (Senate/Henri Cabanel and François Férat, 2021). The 
report cites a questionnaire survey conducted among farmers in one department (Saône-et-Loire) 
that sought to measure the experience of agri-bashing: according to this study, 40% of the farmers 
questioned had experienced at least one situation of harassment in the last month (constant 
criticism, telephone harassment, false rumours, hurtful or unfair judgements, illegal entry into the 
farm, etc.). 20% of them indicate that they have been confronted with it every day or almost every 
day. For 52% of these farmers, the pressure came from the press and the media (environmental NGOs 
came only in third place). Finally, when they hear the media talking about their profession, 54% of 
farmers feel disappointment and incomprehension (11% anger). According to the authors of this 
report: "Agri-bashing is not just a meaningless media word: it is deeply felt as a blatant injustice by 
the entire agricultural world, which does not understand the accusations made against it by an 
increasingly active segment of the population. Moreover, it aggravates a feeling of abandonment 
that is already strongly present in the minds of farmers, who are faced with increasing economic 
difficulties and are looking for social recognition that they deserve. In any case, this is a variable that 
must be taken into account today when dealing with the distress of certain farmers.  

 
During the campaign for the 2022 presidential election, all the candidates defended the idea of French 
agricultural sovereignty, local supply for collective catering and short circuits. However, we saw two 
opposing visions of the desirable future for the agricultural world, with Eric Zemmour emphasising 
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innovation, particularly in robotics, "in order to reduce dependence on foreign labour", and Jean-Luc 
Mélenchon on the other side, the only candidate not to have complied with the ritual of visiting the 
Paris International Agricultural Show, advocating a planned exit from pesticides and an agro-ecological 
transition based on a strong increase in public support and a reorientation of CAP aid. 
 
Some, like Anne Hidalgo, took up the denunciation of "this agri-bashing that we can no longer stand", 
during her visit to the Paris International Agricultural Show. While the issue of pesticides was 
addressed by most of the candidates, we note that very few candidates spoke out on the issue of 
livestock (Gorbatko, 2022). 
 

5. Discussion and conclusion 
What are the main drivers behind these political debates and policy dynamics?  Some promising 
experiments and avenues have been presented throughout this report. In this conclusion, it is worth 
returning to two points. 
 
5.1 The multi-level governance of AKIS and the lack of clear direction from the State 
As already mentioned59, in 2014, Pierre Labarthe has provided a comprehensive description of the 
Agricultural Knowledge and Information System (AKIS), underlining some important evolutions during 
last decades. 
Box: Major trends in the French AKIS (From Labarthe, 2014) 

 
 
P. Labarthe emphasizes that: « Despite all these major structural changes, there is very little political 
debate about who should be the targeted clientele of advisory services that are financially supported 

 
59 See the introduction of this report. 

« Before 2000s, yearly institutionalized negotiations between the state and the dominant farmers’ union 

(FNSEA) were set up to decide how to spend, and spread between AKIS organizations, the income 

generated by a tax on agricultural commodities. This has been replaced by a system of delegation of 

services, where the Ministry in charge of agriculture sets specific contracts with a variety of AKIS 

organizations. This reform has changed the roles of both public and private actors, as well as their relations 

within the AKIS: 

− The public administration, besides research and education, is less involved in the supply of 

information to farmers through applied research or advisory services. Its role is limited to the 

validation of the terms of the contracts agreed on with the different subsidized AKIS actors and 

then to the evaluation of their activity.(…) (Labarthe, 2014, 29) 

− Until the 2000s, there was little competition between the service suppliers: the different 

organizations were specialized in different domains with limited overlap. And there were often 

local institutional arrangements coordinated by the farmers’ unions to delimitate the respective 

areas of activities of the chamber, of the cooperative, of CERFrance... (which were all controlled by 

farmers). According to Compagnone et al. (2010), this “Yalta” of advisory services has ended and 

the competition became stronger within a context of fast and constant decrease in the number of 

farmers (Labarthe, 2014, 30). 

− There are still some formal and informal collaboration between the various applied research 

institutes (ITA) and advisory organizations such as the chambers of agriculture or the cooperatives 

or FCEL. There are even academic debates about whether or not the path dependence generated 

by these strong relations could induce lock-in situations, especially regarding environmental and 

sanitary issues, such as the development of alternative solutions to the use of pesticides. For 

instance, there could be a risk that the strong role played by unions and upstream firms in the 

planning of French agricultural policy could prevent the R&D work on new issues, especially when 

these issues concern environmental performanceand not only the economic performance of the 

supply chain (Tschuisseu & Labarthe 2013). 
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by the state” (Labrtaghe, 2014, 31). This lack of debate is favored by the fragmentation of the support 
to advisory services resulting from a strategy of delegation of services within a pluralistic advisory 
services system. Thus, “Such a pluralistic contracting strategy may have great potential for targeting 
different issues and populations through different channels, but it could lead to difficulties to integrate 
these issues and populations within a global perspective. This is all the more difficult as, nowadays, 
AKIS and advisory services are controlled within a multi-level governance structure where 
departmental, regional, national, and European administrations delegate services to advisory and AKIS 
organizations, with specific rules, conditions and targets” (ibid). 
 
5.2 Unfinished and incomplete de-corporatization 
The issue of de-corporatization needs to be discussed once again. As already mentioned, the 50’s and 
the 60’s were marked by the emergence of the most powerful agricultural union (FNSEA) as a force in 
French politics in general, and in agricultural policies especially. In such a context, one crucial remedy 
to low commitment to environmental issues by professional agricultural organizations may be to de-
corporatize the agricultural sector (Keeler, 1987)60.  
 
In 1987, Keeler wrote that « very little has been written on the topic of decorporatization » (Keeler, 
1987 : 253). This statement is still relevant today : if everyone agree on the fact that the « co-
management golden age » is a thing of the past, it seems to us that the achievement of de-
corporatization is somewhat taken for granted, and further efforts need to be made to characterize 
properly the function of the actual system in France. Thus, we do think that some diffuse forms of neo-
corporatist arrangements persist, in spite of, or through, socio-political and institutional re-
composition process. In other words, the de-corporatization process remains unfinished and 
incomplete. This confirms Keeler’s assumptions according to which decorporatization is a process both 
unlikely, and likely to be incomplete61. 
 
This unachieved decorporatization is characterized by dispersion (the «Big Four»)62 and a shift of the 
spheres of influence. The mechanisms of influence are more complex and less apparent, which not 
means they are less efficient. 
 
 

 
60 As already mentioned the first attempts to de-corporatize the agricultural sector (J. Keele, 1987) occurred in 
the 80’s, initiated by the new-elected left-wing government. In 1982, Edith Cresson, the Agriculture Ministry at 
the time, had recourse to public consultation as a mean to counter this power and to try undermine the role of 
FNSEA (Suaud, 1984). As reported by John T.S. Keeler, “At the national level, Cresson invited the minority unions 
to participate in the Annual Conference and a few other formal functions such as the Etats Généraux du 
Développement Agricole, a special conference organized by the ministry in February 1983 for an exchange of 
views concerning the past and future of agricultural development policy (the FNSEA knew that most of the 
scheduled speakers at this affair could be expected to deliver diatribes against the programs that it had 
supported for the past two decades, and thus boycotted all  three of its sessions). In stark contrast, however, the 
minority unions were not granted seats in any of the important official administrative bodies, such as the ANDA 
and the CNASEA, and these thus continued to be dominated by the FNSEA as in the past” (Keeler, 1987 : 234). 
“Cresson clearly intended to supplant the FNSEA-state relationship with some sort of alternative tie between the 
state and a Socialist relais, playing the role of “an FNSEA of the Left” (Keeler, 1986 : 253). 
61 Keeler derives from the French case some general propositions regarding the dynamics of decorporatization, 
a process both unlikely, and likely to be incomplete. First, decorporatization is a complex and costly process: 
“However profitable decorporatization “from above” may appear to government, for both policy and political 
reasons, it thus seems likely (…) to be a policy that will seldom be attempted (…) and, when attempted, will 
commonly be incompletely implemented. Second, decorporatization is likely to engender resistance fom the 
client group targeted for deposition. That resistance should probably, not be expected to be as dramatic or as 
effective in most cases (…) but is seems almost certain to emerge as a source of political costs and a factor tending 
to prompt reconsideration or moderation of the decorporatization drive on the part of the governement. 
62 See above, p. 4. 
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Some points are worth highlighting in this regard: 

− In this new configuration, due to the recognition of union pluralism, Agricultural Chambers 
have gained an more important role compared to unions. They are supposed to organise the 
mediation between various agricultural interests. 

− Yet their ability to act as a legitimate representative of the agricultural interest as a whole, 
remains obstructed by the control of most of the Chambers by FNSEA.  

− In the recent period, the Regional Councils have played a more and more important role : as it 
gained new responsibilities both for environmental and agricultural issues63, is has been noted 
that many elected in the Executive of Regional Councils are very close to FNSEA (Binctin, 2017). 
Some authors a real strategy of entryism.  

− FNSEA’s strategies to defend its hegemony, tend to maintain the specificity and autonomy of 
agricultural world, as a social isolate; But decoporatization is not only a matter of 
loosing/gaining influence on decisions, it is a matter of governing properly, through a systemic 
approach, ecological challenges. 

 
Any professional organization has to face issues concerning its ability to evolve and take into account 
new concerns and new issues. It seems that this ability used to exist when FNSEA was created. Yet, 
several studies conclude to a lower capacity to adjust to social changes. This is very convincingly 
demonstrated by Alexandre Hobeika who studied the case of a “departement” (Orne) between 2007 
et 2015. A. Hobeika examines in detail FDSEA’s activities and emphasizes that new concerns, such as 
environmental or food issues, remains very secondary. Within the union, attempts to incorporate new 
issues are structurally constrained, especially bu institutional dynamics. The analyses of specialized 
press (L’Information agricole, a monthly national journal; weekly FDSEA’s journal: L’agriculteur 
normand…) leads him to conclude that, whereas earlier works on 1960’s -1970’s FNSEA ad underlined 
the ability of this generation of leaders to produce discourses in line with high-civil servants 
expectations, and thus comanage the agricultural policy during this period, nowadays FNSEA seems 
much more defensive” (Hobeika, 2020, p. 127).  This does not mean that FNSEA is homogeneous, nor 
hermetic to environmental issues. According to contexts and audiences, positions are adjusted. When 
dealing with policy-makers and public at large, FNSEA pretends to consider new environmental issues, 
while defendy implicitly supporting so-called “conventional farming”. 
 
Environmental issues are used as a common foil, as a tool to strengthen the unity (Hobeika, 2020, p. 
131). Moreover, FNSEA uses a rhetoric strategy of “discursive demining” («déminage discursif», 
Fouilleux et Jobert, 2017) attempting to deny the very existence of any competing views on agricultural 
models. This dominant union is conscious of the growing demands, especially from the State, 
concerning these issues. Its resources enable FNSEA to consider taking actions in that field, and some 
leaders or employees try to take part in these topics. Yet, two institutional factors make it difficult: the 
internal architecture, and agricultural organizations’ landscape patterns (Hobeika, 2020, p. 135). Thus, 
the intern architecture is an important resistance factor tot he development of these issues. On the 
one hand, because commissions specialized by product are predominant, and on the other hand, 
because FNSEA devotes a small number of resources to environmental issues historically. 
 
As the issues at stake can not be addressed without farmers, avenues to move forward with the 
agricultural worlds and find the best compromises still have to be found. 
  

 
63 In 2014, the transfer of competences in the management of the European Agricultural Fund for Rural 
Development (EAFRD) took place from the State to the regions. 
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ANNEX: Template for country reports  
 
Introduction 
 

PBL Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency is currently working on a study in which possible 

futures of Dutch agriculture and nature are investigated (the so-called Agriculture-Nature Outlook 

2050). For this project PBL seeks to explore consequences of different policy directions for the 

decades to come with a focus on agriculture-nature relationships. Part of this project is a 

comparative analysis of political debates and policy dynamics in countries sharing relevant 

characteristics with the Netherlands. 

The objective of the comparative project is to first map and then to compare the current political 

discourse on the nature-agriculture relationship in France (with a focus on Brittany and Normandy), 

Belgium (Flanders), Germany (with a focus on Niedersachsen and/or Nordrhein-Westfalen) and 

Denmark. This is both to sketch current political debates as well as the main policies to address these 

issues. By comparing current policy issues, the project will provide information on how other 

countries currently make choices on key issues at the nature-agriculture relationship.  

The two key themes in the analysis are emissions and land use/space, but other themes that are 

relevant for understanding the political discourse in the countries at stake (e.g., risks, natural 

resources, etc) may be addressed as well. Apart from that, without entering into a full-fledged 

governance analysis, the analysis will explore the political-institutional organisation of the main 

policies.   

 

Template  
Leading questions 
Leading question in the reports are: 

 

1. What are the main issues in the political debates on the relationship between agriculture 

and nature in your country? How are these issues framed? 

2. Which key policy choices are currently being made in this area?  

a. What are main policy goals and measures? To what extent are these quantified in 

targets and timetables? How do these targets and timetables relate to the main 

European directives and policies, at least the Birds and Habitat directives and 

National Strategic Plan of the Common Agricultural Policy? 

b. How are the main policies organised? (e.g., main policy programmes and 

instruments, phase of development, division of competences, budgets, etc.) 

3. What are the main domestic and/or international drivers behind these political debates and 

policy dynamics? 

 

Key themes 
The two key themes to be covered in any case are: 

• Agricultural emissions. What is the role of agricultural emissions in current debates and shifts 

in the nature-agriculture interface? This primarily refers to nitrogen (via air and/or water) 

and pesticides, as these have a direct impact on nature, but in a wider sense also for instance 

greenhouse gas emissions. How are debates and policies around agricultural emissions 

framed (e.g., emission goals, environmental quality goals inside and/or outside nature areas, 

etc.)? What are the main policy trends and developments in this area? 
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• Land use/space. This theme entails the main choices to be made regarding land use, or use of 

space, relating to agriculture and nature. More particularly, this amounts to choices 

regarding, for instance: 

o The quantity of land designated for agricultural use vs. forests and/or terrestrial 

nature reserves, e.g., programmes to either increase or decrease the total land use 

of any of the two. 

o The spatial separation vs. integration of nature and agriculture. Are current debates 

and policies heading for a separation of dedicated high-yield agricultural areas vs. 

strictly protected and managed natural areas, or rather for ‘interweaving’ nature and 

agriculture in areas where farming is combined with high ecological and landscape 

values? Which role does land use planning or spatial planning (e.g., formal 

designation of certain areas or zones, planning of other spatial activities such as 

housing, recreation, infrastructure etc) in this context? Trends towards ‘rewilding 

nature’ may also be considered under this heading.   

o The intensification vs. extensification of agriculture. To what extent do current 

developments (e.g., changing perceptions of food safety and food consumption, 

trends in EU and/or national nature and environmental/climate policies, socio-

economic changes etc) emphasise further intensification or rather induce a shift 

towards extensification of agricultural land use?  

 

Additional themes 
In additon, also other issues may be addressed, dependent on their relevance in the national policy 

context. These include:  

 

• Climate change. To what extent are policies formulated for climate change to reduce 

emissions from agriculture and land use, stimulate carbon capture and or adaptation to a 

changing climate? To what extent are the sectors agriculture and nature treated as separate 

or integrated entities, e.g., in relation to European Fit for 55 proposals to merge Agriculture, 

Forestry and Land Use in a separate sector?  

• Natural resources. To what extent and how do discussions on the use of natural resources 

play a role in the nature-agriculture interface? This may pertain in particular to the 

availability (surplus and/or shortage) of water. 

• Organic vs. regular agriculture. To what extent and how does the choice between organic vs. 

regular production methods in agriculture play a role in current debates and shifts in the 

nature-agriculture interface?   

• Reforming the food system. To what extent and how do fundamental debates about 

reforming the food system (moving towards a sustainable food system, a 'protein 

transformation' etc) have an impact on current debates and shifts in the nature-agriculture 

interface? Please be careful to restrict your discussion of this (potentially extensive) subject 

to its impact on the relationship between agriculture and nature in your country specifically.  

• Risks. To what extent and how do debates about (emerging) risks play a role in the nature-

agriculture interface? A wide range of risks may be relevant here, including both risks of wild 

species for agriculture (e.g., for spreading vector borne diseases or as predators) and risks of 

agriculture for wild species (e.g., the introduction of species bred for agricultural purposes 

into nature areas). 

• Animal welfare. To what extent and how does animal welfare play a role in current debates 

and shifts in the nature-agriculture interface? This may pertain to the welfare of animals held 
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in livestock farming, but also to the management of ‘wild’ animals (wolves, wild boars, geese 

etc) that may pose a threat to agriculture. 

 

Note that this list is non-exhaustive. Other issues relevant to the national/regional policy context in 

your country may be addressed too.  

 

Governance and finance 
As mentioned, the report should include a brief exploration of the politico-institutional organisation 

of the main policies identified. More specifically, we ask you to address the following issues and 

questions: 

 

• Governance. How can the prevalent mode of governance regarding the nature-agriculture 

interface be characterised? Do policies generally rely on strong state intervention, or rather 

on collaborative arrangements between public and private parties or self-regulation? Do 

central or decentral approaches prevail? Can any major shifts be observed or expected in 

relation to new trends or policy initiatives with regard to the nature-agriculture interface?  

• Finance. How are plans and policies in the nature-agriculture interface envisaged to be 

financed? Without going into detailed budget calculations: how will costs be allocated 

between private parties, regional or national budgets, EU funding etc? 

 

Structure of the report 
In order to offer room and flexibility for going into specific national circumstances and 

characteristics, the template does not prescribe a fixed section structure.   

 

One – quite obvious – possibility is to build the text around the three leading questions specified 

above, e.g.: 

 

1. Introduction 

2. Main issues in the current political and societal debate on the relationship between 

agriculture and nature  

3. Current policy choices  

3.1. Current and future policy goals and measures  

3.2. Governance and finance of current and future policies  

4. Discussion: drivers and barriers 

5. Conclusion 

 

But please feel free to develop an alternative line of argument and to arrange and combine the 

issues and questions listed above according to the situation in your country. In this sense, the reports 

are like essays rather than reports in the strict sense of the word.  

   

Detailed quantitative evidence will not be required, but where relevant and possible, numeric 

information about the ‘order of magnitude’ of trends, policy goals and budgets will be highly 

appreciated. Extensive theoretical and/or conceptual considerations are not required but note that 

key terms or policy concepts may have a acquired a specific meaning in the national policy context 

(‘agro-ecology’, ‘rewilding’, etc). If this is the case, authors are requested to briefly explain what 

these terms or concepts exactly refer to. 

 

Rough indication of length of the report: 8,000-12,000 words. 


