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Subject: Petition No 1300/2020 by S.D. (Spanish) on the creation of a European Union 
action plan for the maintenance and promotion of indigenous livestock 
breeds

1. Summary of petition

The petitioner points out that the depopulation of rural areas and the cessation of farming 
activities is likely to lead to the disappearance of most of our indigenous livestock breeds. The 
petitioner argues that native breeds not needing to acclimatise are a cornerstone of sustainable 
rural development and is seeking the introduction of a European Union Action Plan for the 
maintenance and promotion of indigenous livestock breeds, with the principal objective of 
preserving them in their native environment in order to create jobs and strengthen and 
modernise the rural and agricultural economy. The petitioner also proposes the creation of a 
European Centre for the Genetic Management of Indigenous Breeds, with genetic bank for all 
such breeds in the EU. The petitioner acknowledges that the European Union has taken a 
number of measures, including the adoption of Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013, of which 
Article 28 sets out some of the fundamental principles of livestock farming and the development 
thereof, with the breeding of local species in danger of extinction and the preservation of plant 
genetic resources threatened with erosion, providing support through the Common Agricultural 
Policy and the European Union Action Plan on Biodiversity, which contain references to this 
area of activity. At the same time, the petitioner believes a more ambitious EU policy to be 
necessary, given that the situation regarding certain livestock breeds is giving great cause for 
concern and considers that measures to boost the farming sector in economic and employment 
terms would contribute to sustainable rural development.

2. Admissibility

Declared admissible on 26 February 2021. Information requested from Commission under 
Rule 227(6).
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3. Commission reply, received on 22 July 2021

The Commission’s observations

Livestock breeds represent a valuable pool of genetic resources in a changing society and 
environment. The decline of autochthonous breeds threatens livestock genetic diversity.

While autochthonous breeds may be less productive than highly specialised ones, they are well 
adapted to local conditions and resources, and may improve resilience in the long run and must 
be kept in situ for the benefits they bring to local farming.

At international level, the EU participates in the Global Plan of Action for Animal Genetic 
Resources in Europe, under the auspices of the Food and Agriculture Organisation (FAO). 
Under this umbrella, the European Regional Focal Point for Animal Genetic Resources (ERFP) 
has been created to support in situ and ex situ conservation and sustainable use of animal genetic 
resources.

Member States are responsible for the practical implementation of conservation strategies, with 
breeding programmes approved by national competent authorities.

According to Article 29(2) of Regulation (EU) 2016/10121, in case of identified need, the 
Commission can designate a European Union reference centre responsible for the scientific and 
technical contribution to the establishment of harmonised methods for the preservation of 
endangered breeds or the preservation of the genetic diversity existing within those breeds.

The EU practically supports the preservation of autochthonous breeds through several financing 
instruments:

1) Current Common Agricultural Policy (2014-2020) 

The petitioner correctly points out that, under the current Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), 
Member States may activate specific rural development measures according to Article 28 of 
Regulation (EU) No 1305/20132 under conditions specified in Article 7 of Commission 
Delegated Regulation (EU) No 807/20143. Two different activities can be supported: Measure 
10.1 “Rearing breeds in danger of being lost to farming”, and Measure 10.2 “Support for 

1 Regulation (EU) 2016/1012 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 8 June 2016 
on zootechnical and genealogical conditions for the breeding, trade in and entry into the 
Union of purebred breeding animals, hybrid breeding pigs and the germinal products thereof 
and amending Regulation (EU) No 652/2014, Council Directives 89/608/EEC and 
90/425/EEC and repealing certain acts in the area of animal breeding (‘Animal Breeding 
Regulation’) (Text with EEA relevance), OJ L 171, 29.6.2016, p. 66–143.
2 Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council of 
17 December 2013 on support for rural development by the European Agricultural Fund for 
Rural Development (EAFRD) and repealing Council Regulation (EC) No 1698/2005, OJ L 
347, 20.12.2013, p. 487–548.
3 Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) No 807/2014 of 11 March 2014 supplementing 
Regulation (EU) No 1305/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council on support for 
rural development by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and 
introducing transitional provisions, OJ L 227, 31.7.2014, p. 1–17.
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conservation and sustainable use and development of genetic resources in agriculture and in 
forestry”, e.g. in-situ and ex-situ conservation, characterisation, collection and utilisation of 
genetic resources. Such support may also cover national and regional gene banks if this has 
been programmed in the respective rural development programmes.

The conservation of genetic resources (Measure 10.2) may be carried out by beneficiaries other 
than farmers and other land managers.

Public expenditure for such plant and animal genetic resources conservation (European 
Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD + national co-financing)) was planned at 
EU level for a sum of almost EUR 528 million (2014-2020).

Under the first pillar, and although such an instrument is not specifically designed for that 
purpose, Member States can support bovine, ovine or caprine autochthonous breeds via 
voluntary coupled support (VCS). The granting of such support is subject to the respect of strict 
conditions (in particular: demonstration that the targeted population is in difficulty and 
important for economic, social or environmental reasons). Some Member States currently 
support autochthonous breeds under VCS.

2) Future Common Agricultural Policy (2023-2027) 

In the future CAP, Member States will have different possibilities to preserve agricultural 
biodiversity and to support the rearing of autochthonous breeds as well as conservation 
activities: 

- rural development interventions: (similar to current rural development measures): Member 
States may grant payments for the conservation, sustainable use and development of genetic 
resources;

- eco-schemes: the promotion of the genetic diversity of breeds is in the indicative list of 
practices that could be supported by eco-schemes;

- coupled income support (successor of VCS): the future instrument, which will remain 
optional, has been designed to be more flexible as well as more efficient. Member States will 
have to design support interventions that aim at addressing the difficulty of the sector by 
improving its sustainability, quality or competitiveness. Thus, as an example, a Member State 
could decide to design an intervention that supports autochthonous bovine breeds, because they 
have the potential to improve the sustainability of the beef and veal sector. Such breeds may be 
better adapted to their environment, more robust and contribute to maintaining biodiversity due 
to more extensive farming methods;

- sectoral interventions: Member States can decide to finance sectoral interventions 
implemented through approved operational programmes of producer organisations aiming, 
among others, at:

i. promoting, developing and implementing methods of production respectful of the 
environment, of animal welfare standards, pest resilient and environmentally sound 
cultivation practices, production techniques and production methods;

ii. contribute to climate change mitigation and adaptation.
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3) Organic farming

The Farm to Fork Strategy4 has set the objective of having at least 25% of the EU’s agricultural 
land under organic farming by 2030. One of the specific principles of organic farming is that 
the choice of breeds should take account of their capacity to adapt to local conditions, their 
vitality, and their resistance to disease or health problems. The preservation of autochthonous 
breeds finds a natural place here.

4) Research and Innovation

The Commission has supported research and innovation activities on animal genetics and 
breeding through the successive EU Framework Programmes for research and development. 
Under Horizon 2020, over €50 million were committed to analysing genotype-environment 
interactions with the aim of developing innovative breeding strategies that utilise resilience and 
efficiency-related traits and, at the same time, balance economic, social and environmental 
challenges.

Preservation and valorisation of endangered autochthonous breeds or their products have also 
been addressed by the European Innovation Partnership for Agricultural Productivity and 
Sustainability (EIP-AGRI) via some of the operational groups and focus groups, through the 
exchange of knowledge and innovation between farmers, advisors, researchers and other 
stakeholders.

Under Horizon Europe, a portfolio of initiatives and projects will be launched, including 
partnerships with Member States on agroecology, on animal health and welfare and on safe and 
sustainable food systems that are likely to address genetic resources and breeding in general. 
Furthermore, under Cluster 6 (“Food, bioeconomy, natural resources, agriculture and 
environment”), conservation, management and use of plant and animal genetic resources will 
be addressed as well as preserving and enhancing agricultural and forest biodiversity.

Conclusion

The situation of endangered livestock breeds varies greatly across Member States. Several 
initiatives are in place at both international, European and national level, and in line with the 
subsidiarity principle, Member States have different instruments to implement active policies 
to preserve livestock biodiversity.

The possibility to create a European Union reference centre is already provided for in legislation 
and the Standing Committee on Zootechnics suggested exploring possibilities for its 
designation.

4 https://ec.europa.eu/food/horizontal-topics/farm-fork-strategy_en

https://ec.europa.eu/food/horizontal-topics/farm-fork-strategy_en

