
 

  
 

 
 

ELO’s main messages for the German 
Presidency for its agricultural and 

environmental priorities 
 
 
 
 
 
 

1. Need to unlock the potential of land-based sectors for an EU Green Deal  
2. Striving for sustainable food systems while keeping a leading position in the 

food sector 
3. Need to consider the specificities and needs of rural businesses in Europe 
4. Need to secure the EU Single Market 
5. The CAP remains the best tool for land managers across the EU 
6. Support improvements in productivity 
7. Need to provide rural areas with the necessary infrastructure and technology 
8. Ensure that trade agreements do not undermine the agriculture sector 
9. Increase the recognition of Sustainable Forest Management 
10. Private land conservation should be a major tool in the Biodiversity Strategy  
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ELO – European Landowners Organization: The ELO represents the collective voice of landowners, managers 
and farmers across Europe. Their business and private properties are the core for a sustainable and 
prosperous countryside. 
 
The ELO addresses issues that affect European rural areas, which represent over 82% of the EU's territory 
(48% farm land and 36% forest) and is home to around half its population (consisting of farming 
communities and other residents). 
 
The agricultural sector has 12 million full-time farmers, with another 3 million jobs created through Europe’s 
forests. Agriculture, forestry and the agri-food industry - which is heavily dependent on the agriculture for its 
supplies - account for 6% of the EU's GDP, comprise 15 million businesses and provide 44 million jobs. 

 

 

The ELO calls on the German presidency to: 

1. Need to unlock the potential of land-based sectors for an EU Green Deal  
 
Land-based activities can make a difference in the Green Deal plan for Europe, mostly by contributing to its 
bio and circular economy and in achieving carbon neutrality by 2050. 
 
Agricultural soils and forests provide precious sequestration and storage capacities of carbon that can be 
further enhanced with appropriate management rules to boost their contribution to an EU bio-based, 
circular economy. Policies should be designed to enhance soil quality and the recycling of nutrients from 
waste, and all other measures to reduce emissions from farms. Initiatives and ideas such as carbon farming, 
private conservation, and climate related eco-schemes are just some of the ideas that are worth developing. 
 
On forestry, if we want to ensure a long-lasting carbon storage capacity in forests and improve carbon stock 
of wood products, we need forest management choices that are no less profitable than the present ones, 
while being considerably more stable and resistant to foreseeable environmental changes – quite a 
challenging task for EU Member States forest policies in the near future.  
  
While we understand the complexity in the accounting for biological processes, these sectors must integrate 
the carbon markets, allowing for future revision and adjustments in the accounting methodologies and 
reference levels.  
  
The repercussions of climate change on our rural areas are obvious, recent years show, without any doubt, 
the huge detrimental effects of heatwaves, with extended drought periods, pest and diseases outbreaks and 
a new trend of mega-fires. A passive response is not enough as these changes set a new trend with 
unprecedented consequences.  
 
 
 

2. Striving for sustainable food systems while keeping a leading position in the 
food sector 

 
Farmers and landowners are having to deal with two ‘world views’ about the future of farming. One says the 

current food system, both consumption and production, are environmentally unsustainable and a transition 

to a new system based around less intensive agriculture is required. The other emphasises the economic 
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marginality of current farming systems and identifies that rising global food demand can only be met by 

sustainable intensification of production. Both positions have some merits, but neither of these views has 

grasped the full implications of climate change, biodiversity loss, health considerations and structural 

challenges of the food system for land use, agriculture and the food sectors. European policy making is 

supposed always to be accompanied by convincing impact analyses showing how the policy changes are 

justified, for instance the impacts of the de-intensification, being proposed in the Farm to Fork and 

Biodiversity strategies, on food security, prices and trade. 

Land managers are prepared to contemplate a new vision for the food system and land use including one 

with higher food prices, a different trade regime, and a shift in land use towards. However, they need 

reassurance that the conditions for them to have viable businesses are respected. 

 
 

3. We need to consider the specificities and needs of rural businesses in Europe 
 
There are many different types and structures of rural business in Europe. The fundamental principles 
underlying these enterprises are secure private property rights and intergenerational management. Due 
consideration of the various scales and legal and management structures of these businesses must be taken 
into account at European level.  
 
European agriculture comprises a wide variety of farming types, whether they are intensive, conventional or 
organic. Whatever the type or size of farming enterprises, it is important to promote the sustainable 
intensification1 of Europe’s agriculture, as well as keeping rural business competitive and environmentally 
friendly. If land use is to be optimised, crop yields need to be improved and many farms need to be 
modernised and restructured. In parallel, diversification and multifunctionality are becoming more 
important to rural entrepreneurs, and European regulation should support, not stifle such initiatives.  
 

The ELO is opposed to allowing each Member State to individually set the definition of ‘active’ or ‘genuine’ 
farmer; doing so would undermine the fundamental commonality of the CAP, and allow Member States to 
prioritise their own interests over those shared across the EU. Further, it would specifically harm land 
managers who have holdings across borders, and who would have to double their administration and adhere 
to different rules for a single farm entity. The EU should write one common, broadly written definition of 
‘genuine farmer’ that takes into account the wide variety of farm businesses and models, possibly 
supplemented with the currently existing negative list.  

 
 
 

4. Need to secure the EU Single Market 
 
All EU Member States represent the integral European single market. Even before the COVI19 pandemic, 
many European countries were obstructing access to land markets through national legislation that seeks to 
undermine the fundamental freedom of all Europeans to settle and own businesses across the Union and 
create a productive, prosperous and sustainable countryside. The European Commission has launched 
infringement procedures against many of these new obstacles, and the European Landowners’ Organization 
supports their efforts. The European single market should be respected by and in all sectors.  
 

                                                           
1 Sustainable Intensification means simultaneously improving the productivity & environmental management of 

agricultural land, according to the definition by the RISE foundation (http://www.risefoundation.eu).  
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The interpretative communication by the European Commission “on the acquisition of farmland and EU law” 
confirms that free movement of capital applies to all EU countries. While there is scope for a legitimate 
protection of public interest, these cannot and should not be interpreted as a whole-scale approval of the 
(re-)nationalisation of agricultural land markets. We support the report conclusion that agricultural 
investment supports national and local economies, but only if the rules are fair.  
 
 
 

5. The CAP regulates Europe’s agriculture and remains the best tool for land 
managers across the EU 

 
The CAP has long helped support Europe’s agriculture and rural areas. It tries to encourage viable farming, 
sound management of natural resources and balanced territorial development. There is no great 
disagreement amongst most stakeholders that the pervasive market failures and market imperfections in 
the food and agricultural sector justify significant collective policy action with commensurate budget 
resources.  
 

CAP post 2020: Europe’s need for rural productivity and sustainability cannot be achieved without additional 
budget resources even in the face of a COVID-19 crises and a Brexit deficit. Rather than splitting diminished 
resources, EU leaders should commit to European cooperation and increase the overall EU budget. The 
current budget cuts proposed for the CAP represent a threat to the continued success of rural communities, 
especially in the face of extra conditions that will be demanded by the Strategic Plans. If Europe is serious 
about its ambitions set in the EU Green Deal, especially those related to climate change and biodiversity, 
then it needs to properly fund the CAP instead of cutting its annual budget by nearly 25% over the coming 
period, particularly for rural development. While, we welcome the proposal of reinforcing the EU budget to 
help repair the immediate economic and social damage brought by the coronavirus pandemic and prepare 
for a better future for the next generation, it should not come at the expense of rural areas and the CAP.  
 
The ELO welcomes the move towards performance in the current proposal, instead of compliance. The new 
delivery model is an opportunity to develop a different culture for policy design and implementation, both 
between the EU and Member States and between authorities and the land managers on the ground. The 
delivery of meaningful results is best achieved if the engagement of the parties is based on trust and 
accountability, rather than on mere compliance with a set of rules. This can be achieved by ensuring the 
involvement of farmers and landowners in the decision making process and by optimizing procedures 
through digitalization.  
 
The use of technology can lead to simplification but also to transform the tensions between agriculture and 
environment into synergies, especially in face of climate change. This reform needs to allow the 
modernisation of the sector, which is already happening in other parts of the world. 
 
The ELO is opposed to the proposed capping and degressivity in general. First, this measure runs counter to 
the desire for increased environmental performance; those who can deliver sustainable production and 
public benefits from private land management should be properly rewarded. By artificially limiting the 
money that can be received, limits are placed on the scale of the delivery of these important goals.  
 
Second – as noted above – the CAP should be regarded as an economic policy. Placing artificial limits on 
direct payments will discourage successful countryside entrepreneurs from increasing their business above a 
certain threshold. This runs counter to the spirit of economic success and will negatively impact young or 
new farmers from entering the sector if Europe is seen to limit their ambition.  
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While we share the Commission’s desire for generational renewal, we believe that the only enduring way to 
incentivise the next generation of farmers is to make sure the sector can be profitable. This primary 
objective must be supported by wider rural development and much-needed rural infrastructure upgrades. 
 
The most radical thinking in the commission’s proposal concerns the new decentralised delivery model 
which devolves a lot of control to the Member States. However, mechanisms need to be in place to ensure 
sensible subsidiarity and avoid dangerous divergence and distortions of the internal market.  
 
The Commission and Member States must ensure that they have the administrative capacity necessary to 
execute the new Strategic Plans – if these are not in place we risk destabilising the common market and 
leaving many farmers without access to the direct payments. The ELO is currently not confident that all 
Member States have the necessary capacity and we worry about divergent outcomes, administrative chaos, 
delayed payments to farmers and a reduced scale of ambition and outcomes due to a lack of adequate 
support.  

 
 

6. Support improvements in productivity 
 
Europe’s farmers and foresters depend on research to increase production, adapt to climate change and 
provide for biodiversity. Agriculture and forestry have become know-how and capital intensive and require 
R&D and capital investment. Farmers need to be better educated, better trained and better informed. 
 
A less risk-averse approach should be taken to the funding and application of innovative, but as yet 
unproven, technology.  Currently, regulatory and cost barriers prevent the take-up of new technologies such 
as digital agriculture and seed breeding but are also threatening the existing toolbox farmers rely on to 
protect their crops.   
 
The EU should move away from restrictive, hazard-based interpretations of plant protection products and, 
instead, promote a risk-based assessment that balances environmental with economic necessity. Rigorous 
standards should apply both to scientific research and to its interpretation and dissemination, as well as its 
use in public discourse; instead of relying on studies that confirm pre-existing biases, European policy 
makers should rely on scientific evidence and make their decisions based on facts, not emotion.  
 
 

New Breeding Techniques: The ELO was deeply disappointed by the ECJ ruling in the summer of 2018 that 
deemed the new seed breeding techniques to fall under the current GMO Directive. Given the 
extraordinarily stringent and prohibitive nature of this regulation, we currently fear that these new 
techniques and the opportunity they represent for farmers and consumers will not be realised. We urge the 
Presidency to support the creation of a new Seed Breeding Directive that creates greater opportunity and 
clarity for these technologies and allow for their use in Europe.  
 
Neonicotinoids: The ELO supports the ban imposed by the European Commission but believes that well-
funded exemptions such as those for non-flowering sugar beets, as well as temporary exemptions in 
countries where insect pressures are high should be looked at favourably. Over time, however, we need to 
discover alternative methods. Should replacement products for this class make it to the regulatory phase, we 
believe that these should be looked at with a ‘fast-track’ procedure that takes human health and the 
environment into full account.  
 
Endocrine Disruption: The ELO believes that the current debate about endocrine disruption has the 
potential to do large-scale, long-term damage to crop protection in Europe if the criteria are applied in a 
strict manner. We are particularly concerned with the azole class of fungicides; these currently have no good 
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alternative option available to them that does not suffer from a quick build-up of resistance by target 
organisms. While we fully respect the decisions taken by the European Commission and Parliament, we urge 
the Presidency to tread lightly and work with the farming community to ensure the technical documents 
match necessary farm practicalities with a high degree of safety for human health.  
 
Glyphosate: The ELO strongly supports the re-approval of glyphosate for use in Europe, given the near-
unanimous scientific support for its safety record. The IARC report should be considered as an outlier, and 
not the basis for decision making in Europe. We support EFSA’s current multi-country re-appraisal strategy, 
but strongly urge the Presidency to ensure that this new strategy does not undermine fundamental scientific 
truth in favour of political expedience.  

 
 
 

7. Need to provide rural areas with the necessary infrastructure and technology 
 
There are still huge disparities between rural and urban areas in Europe, including the infrastructure and 
access to telecommunication services. For instance, while the use of broadband technology has grown 
rapidly since 2000 the share of households with DSL access is lower in rural areas (76%) than in non-rural 
areas (96%) for the EU-27 as a whole. A clear broadband policy that embraces all technologies should be 
developed, particularly if farmers are expected to increase the use of precision farming through digital 
devices such as the Farm Sustainability tool for Nutrients FaST app. Strong data connections form the 
foundation not just for realising the potential of precision farming, but for reinvigorating rural communities 
by offering new modes of work for farmers and their families.  
 

Precision Farming and Big Data: The new Common Agricultural Policy, as well as the EU’s research 
authorities and other bodies should promote the use and application of precision farming tools such as 
satellite data, advanced machinery, sensor arrays and other tools. However, it should not merely seek to 
increase the use, but also further extend the knowledge base of Europe’s farming community, and ensure 
that these tools can be broadly available to the many small farmers in Europe who may not have the skills or 
financial resources to currently use them.   
 
The ELO remains concerned over both the privacy and data protection aspects of these technologies. While 
we admit that data technology, especially satellite data, can be useful in stimulating farming and doing 
controls, we urge the Presidency to take into account the rights of privacy that apply to all citizens. It would 
therefore be wrong to make available data and photography of farms, homes and other rural assets without 
the explicit support of the farmer and landowner. We urge the Presidency to examine in detail the Code of 
Conduct drafted by the representatives from the farming community and industry to lead the way forward.  
 
Data gathered as part of digital farming belongs to the farmer and is part of his or her intellectual property. 
Any distribution of this data or use by third parties must be clearly agreed upon by contract before any data 
sharing is permitted. 

 
 

8. Minimize risk and market uncertainty and ensure that trade agreements do 
not undermine the agriculture of Europe 

 
Farmers are extremely vulnerable to ever more frequent and extreme price volatility from market 
fluctuations. With globalization production moves to the most competitive regions, trade grows faster than 
production and markets become more open and volatile. 
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It is necessary to uphold appropriate levels of health, safety, and environmental protection. However, 
agreement on standards, should consider the tradability or cross-border effects on the goods or services in 
question. Otherwise regulation of local production will lead to displacement by imports from less regulated 
sources abroad. 
 
Adequate space for negotiation should be given to policy makers when discussing trade agreements, as long 
as the needs of stakeholders are properly taken into account during negotiations.  
 
 

The impending Mercosur-EU trade agreements provides opportunities for EU farmers especially in 
Geographical indications and the added-value sectors, but whole-scale liberalisation in the arable and 
livestock markets could have drastic consequences for EU farmers. We urge the Presidency to act with 
restraint when it comes to the agricultural chapter and consider the impact assessment for the sector.  
 
While we congratulate the European Commission on opening its dialogues with New Zealand and Australia, 
we urge the Presidency to work closely with DG AGRI and the trade negotiating team to ensure that 
vulnerable sectors such as lamb and wine are treated with care.  
 
Finally, the ELO welcomes the EU’s efforts in maintaining an open and rules-based trading system in face of 
the rising threat of protectionism and weakened commitment of large players to global trade governance.  

 
 
 

9. Increase the recognition of Sustainable Forest Management 
 
The forest area in the EU has steadily increased for the last 30 years. In a densely populated continent, this 
has been possible through the sustainable management of our existing multifunctional forests, and through 
active afforestation and natural regeneration, mostly this has taken place on former agricultural land. 
Wooded areas in the EU cover 182 million ha corresponding to more than 40% of the total EU land area 
(EUROSTAT.2019). 
  
Still, there is room to increase the forest area and restoring degraded forests, although its scale and nature 
vary significantly in the different Member States. It will be crucial for the success of such an initiative to 
involve forest owners and managers across Europe when defining what constitutes afforestation, restoration 
and how to best support it. Likewise, when attempting to define concepts such as “old-growth” forests and 
“close to nature” forestry.  
 
There are huge disparities on forest ownership across Europe, with public forests being more prominent in 
the Member States which emerged from centrally planned regimes in the 1990s. On average, in the EU, 
more than 60% of even forests are privately owned, in most cases small and fragmented properties 
managed by individuals and families.  In short, the forests in Europe are characterized by a mosaic structure 
with a very high degree of variation. The diversity of European forests is not only biogeographical but has 
been influenced by human activities for a very long time.  Most forests are “semi-natural”. From montados 
/dehesas of the Iberian Peninsula to the northern boreal forest, from young even-aged stands to old growth. 
Generally, their management objective is not to establish intensive “wood factories”, they are, first and 
foremost, interested to preserve their property for future generations. Nonetheless, there is a risk that, in 
weak rural economies, often due to the decline of land-based activities and where there is a reduced market 
value for forest products and services, the once typical mosaic and diversified landscape structures are 
replaced by unmanaged areas of forests and shrubs, with large fuel loads available for burning.  
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The variability explains the complexity of the sector and the strong desire amongst Member States to retain 
subsidiarity in forest policy. However, the new challenge of mitigating climate change shows, at the very 
least, the need to consolidate data and information on forests and forestry. Where land ownership and 
property rights are unclear, there will often also be lack of clarity of different designations, more uncertainty 
about markets and policies and a higher risk of illegal activities. While a lot of these issues are of national 
competence, these problems can be better identified and tackled if there is more transparency. This 
suggests the importance of consolidating the Forest Information System for Europe (FISE), involving forest 
owners and managers in the design of policies and designation of protected areas, and the role of the 
European Commission in monitoring and implementing its environmental legislation. 
Forests provide marketable goods, especially but not only timber products and also an impressive number of 
public benefits, for example, regulating and purifying water, preventing soil erosion,  providing recreation 
and human health benefits, and by being home to a major part of our terrestrial biodiversity, generally not 
properly valued. The lack of value being given to ecosystem services, together with the rapid changes in 
climatic conditions is affecting forest ecosystems negatively, leading inevitably to biodiversity deterioration. 
Policy makers should address this problem rather than focusing on arbitrary targets, often not supported by 
sound data and lacking assessment of its impacts. Strict protection, without appropriate forest management, 
could be a risky strategy considering the description of European forests above and the predictions about 
climate change and its negative effects on forests. 
 
Instead, more attention should be given to Sustainable Forest Management (SFM), with its variety of 
practices adapted to local circumstances, and to its more dynamic approach to nature conservation. 
Nonetheless, more efforts should be made to improve data collection and common methodologies of 
reporting. Active roles should be ensured by Member States, in line with the subsidiarity principle, as well as 
by forest owners and managers and all other relevant actors. Improved implementation of existing 
measures, support of voluntary approaches and private conservation, and better knowledge must also be 
promoted.  
 
These aspects must be taken into account in the coming EU Forest Strategy post-2020, which must 
guarantee the coordination and coherence of forest-related EU policies cross referenced to agricultural and 
other land use policy, and should be the tool to integrate European forests and the forest-based sector into 
the EU Green Deal.  
 

Forests, the best land use for carbon sequestration: Forests provide precious sequestration and storage 
capacities of carbon that can be further enhanced with appropriate management rules to boost their 
contribution to an EU-bio-based, circular economy. If we want to ensure a long-lasting carbon storage 
capacity in forests and improve carbon stock of wood products, we need to continue fostering sustainable 
forest management that is profitable and adapted to the climate challenges that we are already facing and 
that will continue to affect our forests. 

The exclusion of European forests from the ETS, particularly the storage and substitution effect of harvested 
wood products (HWP), have not led the land-based sectors to provide its potential contribution to climate 
mitigation. While we understand the complexity in the accounting for biological processes, these sectors 
must integrate the carbon markets, allowing for future revision and adjustments in the accounting 
methodologies and reference levels. The ELO is supportive of an European wide carbon credit market and 
scheme that includes forests and forest products and of the development of an “EU Carbon Farming 
Manual” to quantify emission reductions and carbon removals in farms and forestry systems, as indicated in 
the Green Deal.  
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10.  Private land conservation as a solution to achieve EU 2030 Biodiversity 
Strategy  

 
The ELO recognises that the EU Biodiversity Strategy 2030 is the right path to move ahead. However, EU 
nature conservation measures, and especially the EU Birds and Habitats Directives’ obligations, are still a 
challenge to implement for many private managers. The three pillars of sustainability: economic viability, 
environmental protection, and social equity, remain essential elements for a successful implementation of 
EU nature legislation. Considering that almost 95% of Europe’s land is in private hands, landowners should 
be considered prime partners in ensuring the success of any biodiversity targets. Even if land managers' 
contributions have been progressively recognised at EU level, the predictive failure of EU Biodiversity 2020 
goals proves that there is room for improvement.  
 
Increase the network of protected areas: ELO shares the Commission's diagnosis which seems to recognize 
that the lack of implementation of EU nature legislation remains the biggest challenge. However, we do not 
have the same vision on the means to progress. The Commission is offering us more areas under protection 
to a level at 30%. Defining new Natura areas will not solve it all. We fail to understand how this target will 
improve how the Natura 2000 network is effectively managed on the ground. Voluntary measures, as well as 
contractual agreements, have proven to be promoted among managers of the countryside. For that reason, 
ELO recommends opting for a broad set of voluntary private land conservation tools at EU level to effectively 
safeguard biodiversity in protected areas. Several Life+ projects have listed such tools.  
 
Strict protection: Imposing a 10% strict protection target in private agricultural and forestry areas could have 
significant adverse effects in term of economic and social impacts The European Commission needs to 
explain further what it is implying. ELO is worried that this strict protection will prevent the adoption of any 
types of management measures and therefore would mean the cessation of all human activities. In fact, for 
numerous sites, the species and habitats present may be entirely dependent on the continuation of such 
activities for their long term survival. Furthermore, without sustainable management forests and ecosystems 
in general are more likely to be at risk with regards to climate change change, the control and prevent pests 
or diseases or the breakout of natural disasters.  
 
Favourable Status: Member States are also asked to ensure that at least 30% of species and habitats which 
are not in favourable status will achieve such status by 2030. The ELO welcomes the establishing of a clear 
target. However, the notion of “Favourable Conservation Status” should be scientifically assessed for all 
species with a strictly defined set of scientific sound criteria. 
 
Management of Wildlife: It is necessary to balance animal populations, availability of resources and human 
activities in an environment. The ELO is co-chair of the Large Carnivore Platform, and believes that while 
endangered species have the full rights to the protections granted to them, care must be taken that the 
concerns of those in rural areas living closest to these (predatory) animals are heard, understood and 
respected. On occasion, this will mean taking action and ensuring that the lives and livelihoods in rural areas 
are protected.   
 
An EU Nature Restoration Plan: Instead of having a new binding target, ELO would favour a robust and 
efficient action plan to reverse the current trend of ecosystem services degradation. The EU is failing to 
adopt what would be a decisive measure for land managers and ELO regrets that this measure is not even 
mentioned as an essential instrument in the Commission’s Strategy. By developing and providing payments 
for ecosystem services in line with market practice, nature conservation can even become a thriving part of 
our economy. The ELO, therefore, strongly welcomes that this new binding target will be evaluated against 
an impact assessment.  It will require the full involvement of land managers with a clear signal to put in place 
with the necessary financial mechanisms to support their actions.  
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Pollinator decline: This trend needs to be reversed and land managers can play an important role. Dedicated 
management practices, such as inclusion of multifunctional field margins, can help reversing the negative 
trend. The EU pollinators initiative was particularly timely, and we would favour more ambitious 
programmes with a clear link with the new CAP and the Farm to fork Strategy. The proposed reduction of 
chemical pesticides should go hand-in-hand with the development of more environmentally friendly 
alternatives enabling farmers to ensure Europe’s and the world’s food security.  
 
Financial mechanisms: They are ways to improve the effectiveness of the European funding for biodiversity. 
Synergies with the different EU funding streams is particularly important, even if the uptake of such funds is 
often not at the level desired, often due to a complex design or low level of support. The ELO proposes to 
focus on improving the use of existing fund but making sure they are made available by public authorities in 
due time, without over complicated rules and with sufficient funds to make them interesting. We also 
encourage the Presidency to explore the potential of market-based solutions such as tax credits and 
incentives.  
 
 
 

European Landowners' Organization - ELO 
Rue de Trèves 67; B - 1040 Brussels 

T: + 32 (0)2 234 30 00 /F: + 32 (0)2 234 30 09 
E: elo@elo.org / www.elo.org 

mailto:elo@elo.org
http://www.elo.org/

