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Using new imaging technologies to monitor the Common Agricultural Policy: steady 
progress overall, but slower for climate and environment monitoring

Summary

The Common Agricultural Policy has a long history of using satellite or aerial images for 
checking area-based aid, which nowadays accounts for almost 80 % of the EU funding 
provided to agriculture and rural development. While these images usually have very high 
spatial resolution, before 2017 they were not available with sufficient frequency to allow 
verification of activities taking place on agricultural land throughout the year (e.g. 
harvesting).

Since March 2017, the EU-owned Copernicus Sentinel satellites 1 and 2 have been providing 
frequent, freely available, high-resolution images, with the potential to be a game changer in 
Earth observation technology for monitoring agricultural activities.

The Court’s conclusions 

The Court concluded: 

 The Commission has supported the use of new imaging technologies as offering 
significant benefits in terms of improving CAP monitoring efficiency. The Commission 
amended the legal framework for checks by monitoring applicable to the 2019 claim year;

 However, paying agencies are still concerned about the possible outcomes of future 
Commission’s audits, as the rules for the new approach are not as detailed as those for the 
traditional checks. Most of paying agencies are also concerned about the risk of not being 
able to reach conclusions on a large number of parcels using automation, especially if 
these would have to be followed up with field visits. This could be the case for small 
parcels, as well as for parcels with certain types of activity (e.g. extensive grazing);

 Furthermore, five Member States have taken action to deploy the new technologies for 
direct payments, as 15 of their paying agencies used the new monitoring approach already 
in 2019, although usually only for certain aid schemes and certain groups of farmers. 
Another 13 paying agencies intend to introduce checks by monitoring in 2020, but a 
number of obstacles currently hamper wider use of the new technologies; 

 Overall, progress in meeting the challenge of using new technologies to monitor 
environmental and climate requirements has been slow. Paying agencies do not yet use the 
monitoring approach for cross-compliance checks and rural development agri-
environment climate schemes.

The Commission’s position

 The Commission agreed with the Court’s recommendations and did invest significant 
efforts in providing the legal and technical framework for Member States to adopt “checks 
by monitoring” approach;
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 The Commission evaluated checks by monitoring as a highly innovative process which 
calls for a gradual extension in the scope of the measures and requirements covered, 
building on the experience gathered. 

The Court’s recommendations

 1. Promote the checks by monitoring approach as a key control system for paying agencies 
(target implementation date: December 2021) 

The Commission should provide support and incentives to Member States to use the checks 
by monitoring approach in the post-2020 CAP as a key control system by:

 maintaining a catalogue of documented examples of good technical practice for checks 
by monitoring that paying agencies can customise according to their needs;

 setting up a quality assessment framework for checks by monitoring;

 providing a platform for exchanges between paying agencies aimed at 
identifying synergies for data processing, data storage, data acquisition, or other related 
services, which would provide mutual benefits and savings.

2. Make better use of new technologies for monitoring environmental and climate 
requirements (target implementation date: December 2021) 

The Commission should:

 identify obstacles hindering the uptake of new technologies for checking cross- 
compliance and rural development requirements and develop an action plan to remove 
them where this is cost-effective;

 use, and promote the use of, information coming from the new technologies to 
provide better insight into the policy performance of the post-2020 CAP.

The Rapporteur’s Recommendations

The European Parliament,

1. Welcomes the Court’s special report, its findings and the Commission’s readiness to 
implement the recommendations;

1bis. Points out that the paying agencies carry out field inspections for a sample of around 5% 
of the farmers in order to verify their declarations and adherence to eligibility rules; the 
use of new imaging technologies, however, would allow monitoring the whole population 
of aid recipients, which could be a game changer in terms of budgetary control of the 
CAP and the EU budget;

 
2. Welcomes the fact that both the Commission and some Member States have taken action 
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to unlock the potential benefits of the new imaging technologies in agri-monitoring; 
 

3. Takes note, however, that while since 2018 paying agencies can use Copernicus Sentinel 
data in place of traditional checks based on field inspections, many of them consider that 
there are obstacles to a wider use of the new technologies; what has caused that in 2019 
only 15 out of 66 paying agencies used the Copernicus Sentinel data to check aid 
applications for some schemes and some groups of beneficiaries; 

4. Invites the Commission to remove or mitigate some of these obstacles by issuing further 
guidance to paying agencies in order for them to take the right decisions and reduce the 
risk of future financial corrections;

5. Notes that moving to checks by monitoring requires significant changes to IT systems, 
adapting internal processes, changing organisational structure, and specific resources and 
expertise and that the Commission has taken initiatives to facilitate access to Sentinel 
data and digital cloud processing services, but that the take-up by paying agencies for 
operational purposes is still low; 

5bis. Underlines that imaging technologies can help mitigate the costs of CAP 
administration because field visits are carried out only in farms most likely to be non-
compliant, which increases their efficiency; 

5tier. Notes that the new monitoring approach allows farmers to rectify their clams 
before they are finalised and paying agencies can send warning messages to farmers, 
giving them the opportunity to take corrective actions;

5quarter. Highlights that this interactive monitoring approach can prevent non-
compliance from occurring rather than penalising farmers afterwards, to the benefit of 
both farmers and paying agencies whilst avoiding a negative impact on the EU budget;

5quinquies. Stresses that checks by monitoring approach generates useful data for smart 
farming, which can provide farmers with economic benefits;

5sexies. Is concerned about the 10-20 % false green errors and encourages the 
Commission to do the necessary adjustments to revise the margins;

5septies Welcomes the fact that most paying agencies plan to use new technologies in 
their post-2020 CAP systems for checking aid applications;

6. Deplores that, with regard to rural development schemes and cross-compliance, the use 
of new technologies for both compliance and performance monitoring of climate and 
environmental requirements is limited, and that the currently proposed set of post 2020 
CAP performance indicators is largely not designed for direct monitoring with Sentinel 
data; 

6bis. Asks the Commission to review the environmental and climate performance indicators 
for the post-2020 CAP in order to make them compatibles with direct monitoring by 
imaging technologies;
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7. Urges the Commission to provide incentives and support to Member States to use checks 
by monitoring in the post 2020 CAP as a key control system as it will make the CAP 
more efficient and ultimately it will improve the management of the EU budget;

8. Invites the Commission to make better use of new technologies for monitoring 
environmental and climate requirements.


