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Currently, the world's population uses more 
natural resources than the Earth can 
sustainably provide. Agriculture, especially 
animal husbandry, is one of the most resource-
consuming sectors.  
International organisations, mostly at United 
Nations level, have agreed treaties and 
guidelines as well as provided scientific advice 
for the preservation of individual resources 
such as biodiversity, soil, and forests. 
The EU first addressed the issue of natural 
resources management in 2002. Existing 
policies include protecting water, air, and 
biodiversity. On soil, Member States have not 
yet reached an agreement. The Commission 
issued a Resource Efficiency Roadmap, on 20 
September 2011, which outlines its visions for 
2020. Resource efficiency is set to be an 
important cross-cutting issue in the upcoming 
reform proposals for the Common Agricultural 
Policy after 2013. 
Environmental stakeholders do not share the 
view of the European institutions that 
economic growth can be "decoupled" (pursued 
independently from) the use of natural 
resources and environmental damage. 
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Glossary 
Natural resources: Natural assets (raw 
materials) occurring in nature that can be used 
for economic production or consumption1 - 
finite or renewable. 

Biodiversity: Variety and variability among 
living organisms and the ecological complexes/ 
ecosystems in which they occur.2 

Decoupling: Pursue a goal (e.g. economic 
growth) independently from a factor (such as 
resource use and environmental degradation), 
break the link between "environmental bads" 
and "economic goods". 

Nitrogen: A basic element used in fertilisers, in 
the form of nitrates, which cause water 
pollution. Nitrous oxide is a component of the 
atmosphere. Factories also emit this gas.  

Phosphorus: An essential nutrient for plants, 
animals and humans, used as a fertiliser in the 
form of phosphates, which can pollute water if 
too concentrated.3 
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Soil sealing: The loss of soil resources due to the 
covering of land for housing, roads or other 
construction work.4 

Issue definition 

Humankind is currently using more natural 
resources than the Earth can provide. A 
popular way to illustrate this problem is the 
"global footprint": Based on current ways of 
life the world's population would need 
between 1.3 and 1.5 times the resources 

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/resource_efficiency/pdf/com2011_571.pdf
http://www.footprintnetwork.org/en/index.php/GFN/page/earth_overshoot_day/
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available on Earth to sustain their lifestyles.5 
Besides the obvious environmental 
problems, scarcity of finite resources and 
increased pressure on renewable ones 
creates price volatility, and can exacerbate 
social inequalities. 

Therefore, resource efficiency is the order of 
the day, so that future generations will also 
benefit from the Earth's resources.  

Agriculture, especially animal husbandry, 
and food production are some of the most 
resource-consuming sectors (along with 
fisheries and processes involving fossil fuel 
combustion).6 Biofuels can contribute to 
reducing dependency on fossil fuels, but can 
have other negative effects (for example 
increased land use and pollution through 
fertilisers). Phosphorus is a finite resource 
needed for farming as a fertiliser. The use of 
nitrogen-based fertilisers has also increased 
dramatically since the 1970s. Sustainable 
agriculture can however also play an 
important role in preserving the rural 
landscape and biodiversity. 

International context 

The United Nations Environment 
Programme (UNEP) has a sub-programme on 
resource efficiency. Agriculture and food is one 
of three industry clusters which UNEP addresses.   

The International Resource Panel (IRP), a 
group of experts associated with UNEP, has 
published a report on priority products and 
materials.  It concludes that agriculture and 
food consumption have a particularly high 
environmental impact, especially on climate 
change, habitats, water use and toxic 
emissions. IRP has announced further 
reports on decoupling growth from water, 
land, and soil use. 

The Food and Agriculture Organisation 
(FAO) adopted the World Soil Charter in 
1982, which offered guidelines for 
sustainable soil management. On 7 
September 2011, this UN agricultural 

governance body followed up with a Global 
Soil Partnership for food security and 
climate change mitigation and adaptation. 
Soil is described as a resource that is non-
renewable within a human time frame. 
Especially in Africa, millions of hectares of 
farmland are so degraded that they cannot 
hold water any more, and regeneration is 
expensive.7 The initiative aims to coordinate 
research and technical solutions, and raise 
awareness among local, national and 
international decision-makers. Ultimately, 
fertile soil should be preserved as a resource 
that can feed the world in a sustainable 
manner. 

FAO also states that sustainable soil 
management must strive to preserve 
biodiversity. Biodiversity might not be 
important for the crop currently cultivated, 
but it is for the future fertility of the soil.8 

The 1992 Convention on Biological Diversity 
(CBD), to which the EU and its Member 
States (MS) are parties, is an international 
treaty designed to conserve biological 
diversity, contribute to its sustainable use 
and share the benefits from using genetic 
resources. It addresses technology transfer, 
while acknowledging intellectual property 
rights. According to the academic Antje 
Brown, the CBD does not limit the use of 
natural resources, but only calls upon the 
parties to "consider" their local, and the 
international, environment. 9  

Forests are an important source of 
biodiversity, home to 80% of the world's 
terrestrial species, Moreover, by binding 
carbon dioxide, forests slow down climate 
change. Locally, forests contribute to soil 
conservation and watershed management. 
Forestry is linked to agriculture, as forests 
are often destroyed in order to gain arable 
land. At UN level, the 1992 "Forest 
principles" and the 2007 Non-legally-
binding instrument on all types of forests 
aim to increase forestation worldwide and 
work towards sustainable management of 
forests.10 

http://www.unep.org/pdf/brochures/ResourceEfficiency.pdf
http://www.unep.org/pdf/brochures/ResourceEfficiency.pdf
http://www.unep.org/resourcepanel/Home/tabid/52020/Default.aspx
http://www.unep.org/resourcepanel/Portals/24102/PDFs/PriorityProductsAndMaterials_Summary_EN.pdf
http://www.unep.org/resourcepanel/Portals/24102/PDFs/PriorityProductsAndMaterials_Summary_EN.pdf
http://www.fao.org/docrep/T0389E/T0389E0b.htm#Appendix: World soil charter
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/newsroom/docs/GSP_BROCHURE_A4.pdf
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/newsroom/docs/GSP_BROCHURE_A4.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:21993A1213(01):EN:NOT
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/conf151/aconf15126-3annex3.htm
http://www.un.org/documents/ga/conf151/aconf15126-3annex3.htm
http://www.un.org/Docs/journal/asp/ws.asp?m=A/RES/62/98
http://www.un.org/Docs/journal/asp/ws.asp?m=A/RES/62/98
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EP contributions 
In its Resolution on the Rio+20 
Conference (P7_TA(2011)0430), the 
EP insists on natural resources 
management and its financing as an 
integral part of focusing on the 
"green economy". Scarcity of 
resources and their role in conflicts 
have to be addressed. Economic 
activity should be decoupled from 
resource use and environmental 
damage. Resources should be 
assessed at their real value. The EP 
sees the livestock sector as a key part 
of the green economy and calls for 
the promotion of small-scale, 
sustainable, organic agriculture 
worldwide. 

European framework 

Natural resources policies 
EU Environment Ministers acknowledged 
the importance of sustainable resources 
management at an informal meeting in 
Sopot on 11-12 July 2011. On the one hand, 
they called for economic growth to be 
"decoupled" from resources use. On the 
other hand, they do not want to create 
additional regulatory burdens on the public 
and private sectors. 

An EU natural resources policy first started to 
emerge under the 6th Environmental Action 
Programme (6EAP, 2002-12). Resource 
efficiency and waste management are two of 
its priorities. Economic growth was supposed 
to be decoupled from waste generation. In its 
final assessment (2011), the Commission claims 
as one of the 6EAP's achievements that 
"resource use is no longer 
increasing at the same rate as 
economic growth". 

The 6EAP contains a 
Thematic Strategy (2005) 
on the Sustainable Use of 
Natural Resources. It 
established a Eurostat data 
centre on products and 
natural resources and 
contributed to setting up 
the International Resource 
Panel. However, according 
to the Institute for 
European Environmental 
Policy (IEEP), the strategy 
also received criticism for its 
lack of clear targets and 
deadlines. Apart from calling for resources 
use to be taken into account when devising 
other policies, the strategy does not address 
agriculture specifically. 

The January 2011 Flagship initiative "A 
resource-efficient Europe" is part of the 
Europe 2020 Strategy, which aims to achieve 
"smart, sustainable and inclusive growth". 

The flagship initiative stipulates that natural 
resources be considered ("mainstreamed") 
in decisions on the following policy areas: 
energy, transport, climate change, industry, 
agriculture, fisheries, and biodiversity. IEEP 
notes the absence of concrete targets or 
definitions of how and how much to 
increase resource efficiency. Concerning 
agriculture, the flagship initiative points to 
the upcoming new CAP proposals, the new 
biodiversity strategy for 2020, and a review 
of priority substances mentioned in the 
water framework directive. According to 
IEEP, other flagship initiatives are also 
relevant for resources management, 
particularly those on innovation and on 
industrial policy. 

Most importantly, the initiative announced 
the Resource Efficiency Roadmap, 
COM(2011) 571, of 20 September 2011. In 

this, the Commission 
develops some visions for 
2020, only a few of which 
are accompanied by plans 
for legislative proposals. It 
considers food, housing 
and mobility to be the 
sectors with the highest 
environmental impact. 
Together with stake-
holders, the Commission 
plans to develop indicators 
and targets to measure and 
increase resource efficiency 
up to the end of 2013. 

On agriculture and food, 
the Roadmap includes the 
following plans: 

 develop "Innovation Partnerships" (to 
accelerate research, development and 
market placement in areas of particular 
concern for European society) for 
meeting resource efficiency goals on 
productive and sustainable agriculture 
(from 2011), water, and soil functionality; 

 include resource efficiency 
considerations in the new CAP proposals; 

http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/11/st14/st14623.en11.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/index.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/index.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/newprg/pdf/com_2011_531/en.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0670:FIN:EN:PDF
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Environmental_Data_Centre_on_Natural_Resources_and_Products
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Environmental_Data_Centre_on_Natural_Resources_and_Products
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/index.php/Environmental_Data_Centre_on_Natural_Resources_and_Products
http://www.unep.org/resourcepanel/Home/tabid/52020/Default.aspx
http://www.unep.org/resourcepanel/Home/tabid/52020/Default.aspx
http://www.ieep.eu/
http://www.ieep.eu/
http://www.ieep.eu/
http://ec.europa.eu/resource-efficient-europe/pdf/resource_efficient_europe_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/resource-efficient-europe/pdf/resource_efficient_europe_en.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/resource_efficiency/pdf/com2011_571.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/research/innovation-union/pdf/innovation-union-communication_en.pdf#view=fit&pagemode=none
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2011-0430+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/sides/getDoc.do?pubRef=-//EP//TEXT+TA+P7-TA-2011-0430+0+DOC+XML+V0//EN&language=EN
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 advance international cooperation at the 
Rio+20 conference on water, agriculture, 
land use, forests, chemicals; and 

 use development aid to advance 
resource efficiency. 

Reform of the Common Agricultural 
Policy 
At least rhetorically, sustainable resources 
management has a high priority in the plans 
for the "CAP towards 2020": it is mentioned 
in second place among eight rationales for 
reform. Concretely, the Commission plans to 
consider including the Water Framework 
Directive in cross-compliance rules (farmers 
must meet environmental standards to 
receive payments). Direct payments might 
be "greened" by favouring permanent 
pasture, green cover, crop rotation (a way to 
reduce the use of fertilisers) and ecological 
set-aside.11 The Commission plans to 
publish its draft proposals in autumn 2011. 

EU policies on individual resources  

Water  
Fertilisers made from nitrogen and slurry 
(liquefied animal excrement), as well as 
pesticides, all contribute to water pollution. 
According to the Commission, 20-40% of 
Europe's water is wasted, through leakages 
for example. 

The "Water Framework Directive" of 2000 is 
concerned with water quality (coastal 
beaches, groundwater, rivers, lakes), water 
management (within river basins, thus 
across borders), and pricing. Industry, 
households and agriculture are to share the 
costs of keeping water clean and available, 
in line with the "polluter pays" principle.12 
The Directive obliges MS to monitor water 
pollution and use ("abstraction") from 
agriculture. In areas affected by drought, MS 
should promote crops that use little water. 
They were also required to set up River Basin 
Management Plans (RBMP) by 2009 
covering water quantity and quality. IEEP 
has criticised the fact that some measures 
need only be implemented by 2027. 

The Roadmap foresees an assessment of MS' 
RBMP for 2011 and 2012, water efficiency 
targets and measures (including saving 
water in irrigation), and a candidate 
innovation partnership on water. 

The "Nitrates Directive" was designed 
specifically to protect water from nitrate 
pollution from agricultural activities. It 
established a nitrogen threshold of 50 mg 
per litre of drinking water. In 2010, the 
Commission reported that at 15% of 
measuring stations, this level was exceeded. 
The analyst Brian Jack reports that the 
European Court of Justice (Case C-69/99) 
made it clear to MS that this limit holds for 
all water, not just drinking water. According 
to the European Environment Agency, there 
is still a nitrogen surplus in all MS, although 
levels in Europe have been reducing 
steadily. 

Air/climate change 
Nitrates also pollute the air, in the form of 
nitrous oxide emitted through industrial 
production such as food processing, and 
transport of food products etc. Its global 
warming potential is 310 times that of 
carbon dioxide. The Scottish Agricultural 
College points to the importance of 
maintaining and enhancing the ability of 
soils to sequester carbon. Methane is 
another greenhouse gas mainly emitted by 
livestock.13 The Commission reports that 
currently, 9% of European greenhouse gas 
emissions come from agriculture. 
Agriculture should thus contribute to the 20 
20 by 2020 target to reduce greenhouse gas 
emissions by 20%. In its Roadmap for a low-
carbon economy in 2050, the Commission 
considers that the agricultural sector can 
achieve further important reductions 
through, for example, more efficient use of 
fertiliser, bio-gasification of organic manure, 
selling products locally, improved livestock 
productivity and extensive farming.  

According to the Commission's Thematic 
Strategy on Air Pollution (2005), cattle, pig, and 
poultry farming, as well as mineral fertilisers are 

http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/cap-post-2013/communication/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/simplification/crosscom/index_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32000L0060:EN:NOT
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:31991L0676:EN:NOT
http://europa.eu/legislation_summaries/agriculture/environment/l28013_en.htm
http://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/indicators/agriculture-nitrogen-balance/agriculture-nitrogen-balance-assessment-published
http://www.sac.ac.uk/mainrep/pdfs/ghgemissionsfromagric.pdf
http://www.sac.ac.uk/mainrep/pdfs/ghgemissionsfromagric.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/climate_change/index_en.htm
http://www.energy.eu/directives/com2008_0030en01.pdf
http://www.energy.eu/directives/com2008_0030en01.pdf
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0112:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2011:0112:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0446:FIN:EN:PDF
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=COM:2005:0446:FIN:EN:PDF
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responsible for the "vast majority" of ammonia 
emissions. It calls for a reduction in nitrogen 
levels in animal feedstuffs and fertilisers. 

The exhaust fumes of tractors are regulated 
by Directive 2000/25/EC, but according to 
the Commission, technical advance do not 
seem to have come in the time frame 
envisaged in 2000. One amendment to this 
Directive has been agreed (flexibility 
scheme), and one, intending to delay 
implementation of more stringent rules for 
some types of tractors by three years, is 
currently before Parliament. 

Soil 
The Commission's 2006 thematic strategy 
on soil states that the greatest risks to soil 
are posed by erosion, decline in organic 
matter, salination (high salt content), 
compaction, soil sealing, and landslides. MS 
were not able to reach agreement on a Soil 
Framework Directive when debating the 
draft in 2007.14 IEEP deplores the evidence 
that soil protection has been a low priority 
for EU institutions and most MS for too long. 
The Commission considers that soil 
protection is also essential to protect water, 
biodiversity, human health, and food safety 
and for the fight against climate change. 

The Roadmap announced a Communication 
on land use for 2014, guidelines for limiting, 
mitigating or compensating soil sealing, and 
the inclusion of resource efficiency 
considerations in the 2012 review of the 
Environmental Impact Assessment Directive.  

Phosphorus and food 
The Commission predicts phosphorus 
demand to rise, with the world's population 
increasing and more countries gaining in 
affluence. The main countries of origin of 
this resource, which is essential for food 
security, are Morocco, USA, China, and Russia. 

The Roadmap foresees a Green Paper on 
security of supply and sustainable use of 
phosphorus for 2012, as well as a 
Communication on sustainable food 

(including its environmental impact and 
preventing food waste) for 2013.  

Around half of phosphorus river pollution in 
Europe is reported to stem from agriculture. 
According to Brian Jack, the Water 
Framework Directive has been a major 
factor in reducing this pollution, as 
previously, levels of this chemical had only 
been monitored in urban wastewater.   

Biodiversity 
"The 2020 EU Biodiversity Strategy, 
endorsed by the Environment Council on 23 
June 2011, builds on the mandates of the 
European Council and the CBD, aiming at 
halting the loss of biodiversity. An important 
instrument is the Natura 2000 Network, 
which connects nature protection areas and 
private land in order to preserve the habitats 
of endangered species under the Birds and 
Habitats Directives. The Commission plans 
to include biodiversity protection in the 
proposals for the post-2013 Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP). It plans to extend 
coverage of biodiversity-related measures 
under the CAP to more grasslands, arable 
land and permanent crops (e.g. forests). All 
public and larger private forests supported 
under the rural development policy shall 
receive Forest Management Plans. 

Biofuels 
EU institutions have taken a very positive 
stance on biofuels,15 stating in legal texts 
and opinions that these reduce Europe's 
dependence on fossil fuels as well as carbon 
dioxide emissions. The most common 
biofuels are bioethanol (made from plants 
rich in sugar) and biodiesel (made from 
vegetable oil). Directive 2003/30/EC, 
amended by 2009/28/EC, set targets for the 
replacement of traditional fuels: the share of 
renewable energy sources in transport 
should reach 10% of petrol and diesel 
consumption by 2020. Sustainability criteria 
for biofuels were introduced, intended to 
counter the danger that biofuels could be 
cultivated on former woodland, nature 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32000L0025:en:NOT
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/file.jsp?id=5881342
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/file.jsp?id=5881342
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/oeil/file.jsp?id=5892662
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/soil/three_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/soil/three_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/natres/phosphorus.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/biodiversity/comm2006/pdf/2020/1_EN_ACT_part1_v7%5b1%5d.pdf
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/11/st11/st11978.en11.pdf
http://register.consilium.europa.eu/pdf/en/11/st11/st11978.en11.pdf
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/natura2000/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/birdsdirective/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/legislation/habitatsdirective/index_en.htm
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/rurdev/index_en.htm
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32003L0030:EN:HTML
http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexUriServ.do?uri=CELEX:32009L0028:EN:NOT
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reserves, or other areas important for the 
preservation of biodiversity.16 

Main references 

Roadmap to a Resource Efficient Europe, 
COM(2011) 571, September 2011. Stakeholders' opinions 

EU Natural Resources policy: Signposts on the 
roadmap to sustainability/ IEEP, May 2011. 

Friends of the Earth Europe considers that 
the Roadmap is too vague about how 
resource efficiency can be achieved. The 
NGO says that the Commission should 
decide quickly which indicators to use for 
measuring resource efficiency. It advocates 
using the global land, water, carbon, and 
material footprints. 

Agriculture and EU environmental law/ Jack, 
Brian, Farnham: Ashgate, 2009, 273 pp. 

Global environmental politics: concepts, 
theories and case studies/ Kütting, Gabriela, 
Routledge, 2011, 198 pp. 

Disclaimer and Copyright 
Willy De Backer, head of the Greening 
Europe Forum at the think-tank Friends of 
Europe, appreciates the Commission's 
analysis in the Roadmap, but considers its 
remedies to be insufficient. In his opinion, 
there are ecological and energetic limits to 
growth, and "decoupling" is a myth.  

This briefing is a summary of published information and 
does not necessarily represent the views of the author or 
the European Parliament. The document is exclusively 
addressed to the Members and staff of the European 
Parliament for their parliamentary work. Links to 
information sources within this document may be 
inaccessible from locations outside the European 
Parliament network. Copyright © European Parliament, 
2011. All rights reserved. 

http://www.library.ep.ec 
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