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Biodiversity on farmland: CAP contribution has not halted the decline (ECA Special 
Report n° 13/2020)

Summary

In Europe, the number and variety of species on farmland – “farmland biodiversity” – has 
declined over many years. The Commission adopted a biodiversity strategy in 2011, with the 
aim of halting the loss of biodiversity and the degradation of ecosystems by 2020, and 
restoring them as far as possible. In particular, it committed to increasing the contribution of 
agriculture and forestry to maintaining and enhancing biodiversity.

For the 2014-2020 period, the Commission planned to spend 8.1 % of the EU budget (EUR 
86 billion) on biodiversity; 77 % of this amount (€66 billion) coming from the Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP). The EU’s role in protecting and enhancing biodiversity on 
farmland is crucial because the EU sets environmental standards through legislation and co-
finances most of Member States’ agricultural spending. 

The Court found that the formulation of the agriculture targets and actions in the EU 
biodiversity strategy to 2020 makes it difficult to measure progress. The Court also found a 
lack of coordination between EU policies and strategies, one result of which is that they do 
not address the decline in genetic diversity. Lastly, the Court found that the Commission’s 
tracking of CAP spending for biodiversity is unreliable.

The Court recommends that the Commission should:

– improve the coordination and the design for the post-2020 EU biodiversity strategy – also 
tracking of expenditure must be more accurate; 

– enhance the contribution of direct payments to farmland biodiversity; 
– increase the contribution of rural development to farmland biodiversity; and 
– develop reliable indicators to assess the impact of the CAP on farmland biodiversity.

The Court’s conclusions

I - Gaps in design of the EU biodiversity strategy, its coordination with the CAP and its 
monitoring

– The Court found that the EU biodiversity strategy lacks rigour and shows no significant 
progress in relation to target 3a (contribution of agriculture to maintaining and enhancing 
biodiversity) and 3b (contribution of forestry to maintaining and enhancing biodiversity).

– The Commission overestimates how much it spends on biodiversity. The Commission 
tracks annually how much it budgets for biodiversity, but it has no target in this regard. 
Furthermore, the Commission does not track and offset expenditure from schemes that 
could have a negative impact on farmland biodiversity.
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II - Most CAP funding has little positive impact on biodiversity

– At more than EUR 40 billion, direct payments accounted for over 70 % of all EU 
agricultural expenditure in 2019. For the 2014-2020 period, the Court found that most 
direct payments do not maintain or enhance farmland biodiversity.

– The cross-compliance sanctions scheme has no clear impact on farmland. When paying 
agencies detect that a farmer receiving CAP subsidies does not meet basic statutory 
management requirements (SMRs) and standards of good agricultural and environmental 
condition (GAEC), they should reduce the payment made to the farmer by between 1 % 
and 5 %. However, the legislative framework gives Member States a high degree of 
flexibility to define the content of the GAEC, which implies significant variations between 
Member States in the application of penalties for infringements.

III - Some rural development schemes have potential for improving farmland 
biodiversity

– The EU has provided around €100 billion in rural development funding for 2014-2020, 
with a further EUR 61 billion coming from Member States. The Court found that rural 
development measures (Agri-environment-climate measures, Natura 2000 and organic 
farming) have most potential to maintain or enhance farmland biodiversity.

The Commission’s reply

The Commission states that the biodiversity strategy adopted in 2011 includes six targets, 
which includes target 3 on the contribution of agriculture and forestry. Whereas the 
agriculture target is general, the related actions are more specific and potentially do allow for 
monitoring of progress.

The Commission further explains that improvement of biodiversity is measured against the 
quantified enhancement targets for the conservation status of species and habitats of EU 
interest in target 1 and the 15% restoration of degraded ecosystems under target 2.

The Commission considers the coordination between EU policies to be adequate and 
underlines that the measurement of genetic diversity is under the responsibility of Member 
States. The Commission explains that the mid-term review of the Biodiversity Strategy 
concluded that the design of the CAP is fit for its objectives: the CAP reform for 2014-2020 
provides a range of instruments that can contribute to supporting biodiversity. The 
Commission emphasizes that in order to achieve the target, measures need to be taken up by 
Member States on a sufficient scale and if implemented more broadly, they could put the EU 
back on track to achieve the target by end 2020.

The Commission’s methodology to track the CAP budget for biodiversity builds upon the 
internationally agreed Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) 
Rio Markers methodology. The Commission does therefore not consider its methodology as 
unreliable, even if the use of Rio markers are under discussion.

Regarding CAP instruments, the Commission considers the following: 
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– The Commission remains committed to cross compliance, as it contributes to reaching 
ambitious biodiversity goals by linking some CAP payments to a set of basic legislative 
rules, serving as baseline for incentive measures supported by CAP funds. 

– The Commission points out that advice under the Farm Advisory System (FAS) is another 
important element to support farmers applying practices beneficial for biodiversity. 

– The Commission maintains that under direct payments, greening has a significant 
potential to improve the biodiversity situation. 

– The Commission further explains that the wide area coverage and the compulsory nature 
of cross-compliance and greening allow a level-playing field between farmers. In this 
respect, the Commission has prioritised options with beneficial impact for biodiversity in 
the current CAP and in the proposal for a future CAP.

– The Commission does not categorise the different agri-environmental commitments 
carried out in the Union between “light green” and “dark green”, as the ECA does, which 
the Commission considers a simplified way of describing the very high number of 
practices supported in the Union. While it is true that more demanding agri-environment-
climate measures have a lower participation rate, the Commission considers that the co-
existence of different types of such measures, as well as action-based and result-based 
commitments contribute to biodiversity objectives and provide additional public goods.

With an eye on the future, the Commission states in conclusion that its proposal for the future 
CAP takes stock of the strengths and weaknesses of CAP instruments and includes a 
consistent and strengthened framework, including enhanced conditionality, advisory services, 
and eco-schemes in Pillar I and Pillar II measures. The results will be measured through 
dedicated common result indicators on an annual basis, of which several specifically concern 
biodiversity, and through impact indicators and evaluations.

The Commission accepts all recommendations.

The Court’s recommendations

Recommendation 1 – Improve coordination and design for the post-2020 EU 
biodiversity strategy and track expenditure more accurately

The Commission should:

a) work with the Member States to define concrete and measurable actions, to be 
implemented by a given date, for the agriculture chapter of the post-2020 EU biodiversity 
strategy and subsequent related actions;

b) assess how to better coordinate and create synergies between the agriculture components 
of Member States’ biodiversity strategies and the agricultural chapter of the post-2020 EU 
biodiversity strategy, and give genetic diversity a prominent place both in the post-2020 
EU biodiversity strategy and in subsequent actions;

c) revise its biodiversity budget tracking to align it with new legislative changes, supported 
by scientific evidence, and closely aligned with the approach of the OECD.
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Timeframe: 2023

Recommendation 2 – Enhance the contribution of direct payments to farmland 
biodiversity

As the Commission committed to enhance CAP direct payments for environmental public 
goods, in particular biodiversity, when assessing Member States’ CAP strategic planning for 
the post-2020 period, the Commission should now ensure that the set of all CAP instruments 
acting together, and including specifically the direct payment schemes, the new “enhanced 
conditionality” and eco-schemes, are more ambitious and deliver more for biodiversity than 
the instruments available in the 2014-2020 period.

Timeframe: 2023

Recommendation 3 – Increase the contribution of rural development to farmland 
biodiversity

The Commission should:

a) consider linking the level of co-financing for different measures more closely to their 
assessed biodiversity impact;

b) when approving Member States’ CAP strategic plans, ensure that, wherever necessary, 
they include ambitious biodiversity-friendly rural development

c) interventions and commitments addressing the most relevant biodiversity issues and 
needs, and that the Member States make these schemes attractive for both arable and 
grassland farms.

Timeframe: 2023

Recommendation 4 – Show the impact of CAP measures on farmland biodiversity

The Commission should develop reliable farmland biodiversity indicators with which to 
assess the positive and negative impacts of the CAP instruments, allowing it then to establish 
a baseline for the reformed CAP and contribute to developing more effective post-2020 CAP 
payment schemes and instruments, such as “enhanced conditionality”, eco-schemes and rural 
development measures.

Timeframe: 2022

The Rapporteur’s Recommendations

The European Parliament,
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– Welcomes the Court’s special report, its findings and the Commission’s readiness to 
implement the recommendations; calls on the Commission to report back to the 
Parliament on their follow-up to this report’s recommendations in 6 months’ time;

– Stresses the importance of improving the communication and coordination between the 
Commission and the Member States to ensure the measures with strong impact on 
farmland biodiversity are taken up by Member States on a sufficient scale and 
implemented more broadly, in order to put the EU back on track to achieve set targets by 
end 2020;

– Calls on the Commission to give special attention to how it tracks CAP’s spending for 
biodiversity to allow for the Parliament to be informed about the related EU spending in a 
reliable way.


