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In the last 150 years, the Baltic Sea has 
gone from a pristine, nutrient-poor, 
clear water sea to permanent eutroph-
ic conditions. A key factor in the en-
vironmental degradation of the Baltic 
Sea is the intensification of agriculture 
– much of it in the last fifty years – in 
the surrounding drainage basin. Large 
amounts of nutrients, mainly nitrogen 
and phosphorus, are released into the 
Baltic Sea each year as a result of mod-
ern farming practices such as the use 
of artificial fertilisers.

A key component in solving the prob-
lem of eutrophication lies on the land 
and in the promotion of more sustaina-
ble farming and land management prac-
tices. Successive reforms of EU’s Com-
mon Agricultural Policy (CAP) have 
started the process of putting agricul-
ture on a more sustainable footing but 
much remains to be done. Putting an end 
to eutrophication of the Baltic Sea, and 
to a wide range of other environmen-
tal problems associated with European 
agriculture, demands further, progres-
sive reform of the CAP. The time is now 
ripe to consider what changes are need-

ed in agriculture policy over the com-
ing decade or more. WWF, in seeking 
to address eutrophication of the Baltic 
Sea, presents a vision for policy reform 
that reaches far beyond the Baltic Sea 
States. 

Time must not be wasted in moving 
towards a new vision for rural Europe.  
In this paper, WWF outlines a vision 
for a new Common Environment and 
Rural Policy (CERP) and argues that 
steps must be taken now to make that 
vision a reality.

WWF calls on European and  
national decision makers to:

 Make full use of existing CAP meas-��
ures to combat eutrophication of the 
Baltic Sea, achieve better management 
of land and water resources, reverse the 
decline in biodiversity and adapt to, and 
mitigate against, climate change;

 Support the current CAP Health ��
Check proposals in full, ensuring they 
are not watered down in the negotiation 
process, and make full use of revised 
measures to address environmental 
challenges such as eutrophication;

 Engage in a full and open debate ��
about the future of the EU budget and 
the need for substantive reform of the 
CAP to create a new fund focused on 
sustainable land management and rural 
development;

 Work in partnership to develop a ��
new Common Environment and Rural 
Policy for implementation in 2019 by 
establishing an independent Environ-
ment and Rural Taskforce now. The 
taskforce should be comprised of ex-
perts from a range of disciplines and 
backgrounds, to undertake the neces-
sary research, analysis and consulta-
tion needed to develop the new policy 
and assess the transitional measures re-
quired to avoid major economic, social 
and environmental upheaval in the pro-
gression to the new policy. 

The time for change is now
Europe’s decision makers have a re-
sponsibility to citizens and taxpayers 
to address the many environmental 
problems of the past and forge a new 
and sustainable future for Europe’s ru-
ral areas. 

Our seas, coasts and land provide a range of environmental goods and 
services that are fundamental to human existence. We overexploit and 
damage these natural resources at our peril. Eutrophication – or nutrient 
overloading – of the Baltic Sea is just one example of how human 
activities can damage the natural environment.

Executive summary
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Successive reforms of the CAP have be-
gun to address the problem. However, 
putting an end to eutrophication of the 
Baltic Sea, and to a wide range of oth-
er environmental problems associated 
with European agriculture, demands 
further, progressive reform of the CAP. 
The time is now ripe to consider what 
reforms are needed. 

Europe’s seas and coasts are a vital 
resource upon which millions of people 
depend.  Fishing, shipping and tourism 
are just some of the economic activities 
that rely on marine resources. Our seas 
and coasts also provide a range of envi-
ronmental goods and services that are 
fundamental to human existence. Sad-
ly, we fail to appreciate the importance 
of having a healthy sea and continue to  
overexploit and damage these resources 
at our own peril. 

The Baltic Sea is the largest brack-
ish water sea in the world. As a result 

of human activities both at sea and on 
land, the Baltic Sea has gone from a nu-
trient poor, clear water in the 1800s to a 
eutrophic – nutrient rich – marine envi-
ronment today. 

A key factor in the environmental 
degradation of the Baltic Sea is the in-
tensification of agriculture in the sur-
rounding drainage basin. Large amounts 
of nutrients, mainly nitrogen and phos-
phorus, are released into the Baltic Sea 
each year as a result of modern farm-
ing practices. Nutrients are also depos-
ited by traffic, industry, waste-water and 
shipping. The resulting eutrophication 
has numerous effects, the most visible of 
which are the vast areas of algal blooms 
that occur during the summer months. 
Nutrient over-loading of the marine en-
vironment, such as that witnessed in the 
Baltic Sea, has severe economic, social 
and environmental impacts, the costs of 
which must be borne by society. 

Putting an end to eutrophication of the 
Baltic Sea, and to a wide range of other 
environmental problems associated with 
European agriculture, demands further, 
progressive reform of the Common Ag-
ricultural Policy (CAP). The time is now 
ripe to consider what changes are need-
ed in agriculture policy over the coming 
decade or more. The WWF Baltic Ecore-
gion, in seeking to address eutrophica-
tion of the Baltic Sea, presents a vision 
for the CAP that reaches far beyond the 
Baltic Sea States. 

Eutrophication or nutrient overloading of the Baltic Sea is a major 
problem and highlights just one of the negative impacts of human 
activities on the environment. Intensive agriculture is a major cause of 
eutrophication. 

Introduction

Nutrients such as nitrogen and phospho-
rus are essential to maintain the healthy 
structure and functioning of aquatic ec-
osystems. An overload of such nutrients, 
however results in accelerated growth of 
planktonic algae and higher plant forms 
which disrupts the normal functioning 
of the ecosystem.

Agriculture is a major source of nu-
trients reaching the Baltic Sea due to 
the high levels of artificial fertilisers be-

ing used today. In 2000, almost 60% of 
the total waterborne nitrogen input and 
50% of the phosphorus input to the Bal-
tic Sea originated from agriculture and 
managed forestry. The implementation 
of various agricultural water protection 
measures, such as the Nitrates Direc-
tive, is beginning to show some posi-
tive results in terms of reducing nutri-
ent loads.  However, nutrients remain 
in farmland soils for long periods and 

are only gradually released into rivers 
through leaching and water transport.  
There may therefore be a time lag be-
fore the full effect of nutrient reduction 
measures is visible. 

An overload of nutrients such as nitrogen and phosphorus causes 
damaging eutrophication of aquatic systems. Eutrophication is now a 
critical issue in the Baltic Sea and other European water bodies. The 
use of high levels of artificial fertilisers by agriculture is a major source 
of nutrients reaching the Baltic Sea. 

Nutrient overload
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Is the CAP to blame for eutrophication? 

The management of agricultural land in 
the countries surrounding the Baltic Sea 
has a major influence on the levels of nu-
trients reaching the water. The general 
trend within European agriculture over 
the past fifty years has been one of in-
tensification and specialisation. This has 
resulted in fewer, larger farms, a decline 
in mixed farming with greater emphasis 
on monocultures and substantive use of 
artificial inputs such as pesticides and 
fertilisers. The use of nitrogen and phos-
phorus based artificial fertilisers has in-
creased enormously and resulted in an 
excess of nutrients beyond the require-
ments of the crops being grown. Inten-
sive livestock production has increased 

the amount of manure and other waste 
that must be disposed of on land. Ex-
cess nutrients leach out of soils and find 
their way into watercourses which even-
tually drain into our seas and oceans, 
in a process known as diffuse pollution, 
and result in eutrophication. Nutrients 
can also enter watercourses from point 
sources such as leaking manure storage 
facilities on farms. The rate of loss of nu-
trients from the soil can be exacerbated 
by the way in which the land is managed. 
For example, ploughing grassland can 
release nutrients locked up in the land. 
Similarly, land drainage – to improve 
conditions for farming – can speed up 
the loss of nutrients.  

The choices made by individual farm-
ers about how they manage their land 
are critical to the issue of eutrophica-
tion. These choices, and the overall be-
haviour of farmers, are influenced by a 
wide range of different factors and in-
clude, among others: 

 agricultural, environmental and other ��
policies at both EU and national level

 market factors – price of commodi-��
ties such as beef and wheat, consumer 
demands and preferences 

 available technology ��

Whilst it is important to recognise the 
influence of all these different factors on 
farming, one stands out as having had a 
disproportionate influence over the past 
fifty years – the Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP). 

The CAP and eutrophication
Until relatively recently, the CAP – 
through payments and support meas-
ures offered to farmers – encouraged 
agricultural production irrespective of 
market requirements. The more farm-
ers produced, the more money they re-
ceived from the EU. Not surprisingly, 
many farmers responded to these pro-
duction signals by adopting more in-
tensive farming practices in order to in-
crease yields and profits. Increased use 
of artificial fertilisers became a neces-
sity in this drive for production.  Over 
time, the negative consequences of such 
a public policy – from trade distortion to 
environmental damage – became appar-
ent.  More recently, progressive reforms 
of the CAP, most critically in 2003, have 
largely broken the link between pay-
ments and production and established 
a more environmentally and socially fo-
cused rationale for the CAP. 

The challenge now is to address the 
legacy of past environmental damage 
and shape the CAP into a policy which 
can deliver truly sustainable agriculture 

Eutrophication of the Baltic Sea is partly a consequence of past agricultural 
policies, particularly the CAP, which encouraged intensive agriculture. Recent 
CAP reforms have largely removed production incentives. The challenge now 
is to address the legacy of past environmental damage and shape the policy 
into one that can help to deliver truly sustainable agriculture. 
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throughout the EU. How to achieve this 
is the focus of this vision paper. 

Market forces and eutrophication
Successive reforms of the CAP have 
sought to encourage a more market-ori-
ented agriculture where production de-
cisions are a response to market signals 
such as the price of, and demand for, cer-
tain commodities. The nature of agricul-
tural production i.e. its reliance on natu-
ral resources such as soil, air and water 
and its requirement for land, means 
that it also produces non-commodity 
outputs. Such outputs are referred to 
as externalities; they are external to the 
main production process. In many cas-
es, these externalities are positive. For 
example, agricultural production can 
have beneficial impacts on biodiversity 
and landscapes. But externalities can 
also be negative. Diffuse pollution and 
eutrophication are examples of negative 
externalities in the agriculture sector. 

Agricultural markets generally fail to 
take account of both the negative and 
positive externalities of production. 
They provide insufficient incentive to 
farmers to avoid practices that lead to 
environmental damage or to adopt prac-
tices that maximise the environmental 
benefits of production. As farming be-
comes more market-oriented, and we en-
ter a period of high commodity prices, 

the degree of market failure is likely to 
increase. Correcting market failure is a 
legitimate reason for public intervention 
in the agriculture sector and depending 
on the type of market failure, different 
policy responses are appropriate. 

Preventing negative externalities of 
agricultural production requires the use 
of regulation and the application of the 
‘polluter pays principle’, as well as oth-
er approaches such as advice and train-
ing for farmers. Regulation establishes 
legally based standards that producers 
must comply with or face fines or other 
sanctions. A wide body of environmen-
tal and other legislations already applies 
to the agriculture sector including the 
Nitrates Directive and Birds and Habi-
tats Directives. However, as agriculture 
becomes more market-oriented, and 
high commodity prices incentivise pro-
duction, the role of regulation will be-
come increasingly important in govern-
ing production methods and ensuring 
that farm businesses are not allowed to 
produce in ways that damage the inter-
ests of European citizens. A strong regu-
latory baseline and proper enforcement 
are both required. 

Encouraging the production of posi-
tive externalities is largely a role for in-
centives, which can take different forms. 
The remainder of this paper explores the 
type of incentives needed to promote en-

vironmentally beneficial production and, 
in particular, the concept of ‘public pay-
ments for public goods’. Markets can 
also, in some instances, incentivise envi-
ronmental benefits; for example, where 
consumers are willing to pay higher 
prices for certain attributes of food. Cur-
rently, the markets for such food goods 
are developing but represent only a tiny 
fraction of overall agricultural produc-
tion and do not offer a widespread solu-
tion as yet. 

Technology and eutrophication
Technology has played an important role 
in facilitating the development of Euro-
pean agriculture. Over time, farming has 
become more mechanised, with machin-
ery replacing labour in many day-to-day 
activities, supporting the intensification 
and specialisation of agriculture.  Some 
technology has therefore been a driver 
of environmental damage. But new tech-
nologies could increasingly help to com-
bat problems such as eutrophication by, 
for example, aiding the precision appli-
cation of fertilisers and helping to turn 
livestock waste into energy through 
processes such as anaerobic digestion. 
Supporting the development of environ-
mentally beneficial technologies must be 
part of the solution to problems such as 
eutrophication in future. 
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The CAP: A pre-eminent policy

The current CAP dominates EU policy and expenditure and commands 
44.5% of the total EU budget. Direct income support for farmers and 
market intervention receive almost 77% of the total CAP budget while 
environmental and rural development support receives only 22%. 

The CAP owes its origins to the 1957 
Treaty of Rome and is one of the long-
est standing and relatively few ‘common’ 
EU policies. The CAP began life prima-
rily as a series of market interventions 
designed to support European farmers 
and protect them from external compe-
tition. Measures to address structural 
issues were relatively few and environ-
mental measures unheard of. Over the 
ensuing years, the CAP has undergone 
numerous, substantive reforms in re-
sponse to political, societal and market 
demands. Price support and market in-
tervention has been gradually reduced 
– although not yet entirely phased out 
– replaced by increasing levels of direct 
income support for farmers. The first EU 
wide agri-environmental measure was 
introduced in 1985 and such measures, 
along with various rural development 
measures, now form a growing compo-
nent of the CAP.

The CAP today
Today, three different types of CAP in-
terventions can be identified:

 Market interventions – including tar-��
iffs, export subsidies, intervention pur-
chasing, deficiency payments, output 
quotas, input subsidies and consump-
tion subsidies.

 Direct payments – income support ��
payments for farmers paid through the 
Single Payment Scheme (SPS)1. The 
majority of direct payments are now de-
coupled from production but some cou-
pled payments remain. The receipt of 
payments is conditional on compliance 
with specific environmental, animal wel-
fare and other standards under a system 
known as cross compliance.

 Rural development measures – a series ��
of measures under the European Agricul-
tural Fund for Rural Development (EA-
FRD) to help improve the competitive-

1 The majority of new Member States apply the Single Area Payment (SAPs) – a transitional, simplified income support - rather than SPS at the present time.

Agricultural expenditure and direct aids (Pillar I)

Rural Development (Pillar II)

Enviroment (LIFE etc)

76.7%

0.36%

22.4%

Breakdown of Preservation and Management of Natural Resources budget heading 2007
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ness of farm businesses, the environment 
and the quality of life in rural areas. Some 
measures are subject to cross compliance.

Together, market interventions and 
direct payments constitute what is com-
monly referred to as Pillar I of the CAP 
while rural development measures con-
stitute Pillar II.  

Historically, the CAP has always se-
cured a large proportion of the EU budg-
et – €55.1 billion in 2007, representing 
an enormous public investment in farm-
ing and rural areas. CAP expenditure 
is presented by the Commission under 
the Budget heading of ‘Preservation and 

Management of Natural Resources’ (see 
Figure above). 

However, of CAP expenditures in 
2007, less than a quarter was spent on 
environmental and rural development 
measures under Pillar II with the ma-
jority spent on direct aids (income sup-
port) to farmers under Pillar I (see Fig-
ure above).

The balance between Pillar I and Pil-
lar II expenditure has shifted since 2005 
as a result of compulsory modulation. 
This imposes a percentage cut in direct 
payments and shifts the money saved 
into Pillar II. 



8 | No more EU-trophication – how CAP reform can save the Baltic Sea



9 | No more EU-trophication – how CAP reform can save the Baltic Sea

Arguments for CAP reform
The CAP has gradually shifted from a 
protectionist policy heavily focused on 
increasing production within the EU and 
protecting farmers from external compe-
tition to one which is increasingly try-
ing to promote a more market oriented 
and sustainable agriculture, recognis-
ing the concerns of European citizens. 
Progress has been made but there re-
mains an overriding need to shift the 
CAP towards a more environmentally 
focused and sustainable policy. 

Key concerns include:
The majority of CAP payments (Pillar ��

I) are weakly linked to the provision of 
public goods and services (for example, 
the sustainable management of water 
resources, biodiversity protection and 
the maintenance of valued agricultural 
and forest landscapes) and insufficiently 
targeted at helping agriculture adapt to, 
and mitigate against, climate change.

 CAP measures with the greatest po-��
tential to support sustainable agricul-
ture and rural development (Pillar II) 
receive the smallest proportion of CAP 
funding and budgets are severely over 
stretched.

 The current system is highly inequi-��
table; in 2005, 20% of CAP beneficiar-
ies received almost 80% of direct pay-
ments reflecting past production levels. 
The current rationale for Pillar I pay-
ments is income support yet those farm-
ers least in need of income support pay-
ments received the lion’s share of public 
funding.

 The 12 new Member States that joined ��
the EU in 2004 and 2007 have large areas 
of low intensity farming that are of high 
nature value and a repository for some of 
Europe’s most precious wildlife. The cur-
rent CAP system applied in these coun-
tries threatens to increase the abandon-
ment of traditional farming practices in 
some areas and fuel the intensification 

of agriculture in others with dire conse-
quences for the environment. 

 Further enlargement of the EU is an-��
ticipated with current candidate countries 
including Turkey, Croatia and Macedo-
nia. Applying the CAP in these countries 
will need to recognise both the wealth of 
environmental resources and the low lev-
el of agricultural development.

 European agriculture increasingly ��
operates in a global market and against 
a back-drop of demands for trade liber-
alisation by World Trade Organisation 
partners. The level and nature of agri-
cultural subsidies are contentious issues 
within world trade negotiations. 

Without further CAP reform, the EU is 
likely to fail to meet many of its own and 
international obligations in relation to 
biodiversity, water protection and cli-
mate change and will fail to meet the 
growing expectations of its own citizens. 
In its current form, the CAP could repre-
sent a constraint on future EU enlarge-
ment and a barrier to world trade. 

Arguments against CAP reform: 
the food security debate
The origins of the CAP can be traced 
back to post-war Europe and the urgent 
demand to increase food production at 
a time of food shortages and rationing. 
At that time, food security was a genuine 
issue that needed to be addressed. Price 
support and other market interventions 
were introduced and Europe’s farmers 
responded with a zeal not often seen. 
Over time, such policy measures led to 
over-production of some commodities 
and the need for new measures, such as 
set-aside and milk quotas, to curb pro-
duction. Production subsidies them-
selves were increasingly criticised as be-
ing trade distorting and environmentally 
damaging. 

We now live in a different world but 
some current trends and recent events 

have led to a resurgence of the food secu-
rity debate and demands – mainly from 
the farming industry – for subsidies to 
support food production. Factors such 
as growing world demand for food, cli-
mate change and growing demand for 
biofuels, as well as concerns about glo-
bal terrorism, are cited as reasons why 
food security issues should be at the 
heart of the CAP. There are, clearly, 
some real issues to be addressed about 
global food security. Ensuring that the 
world’s poor have adequate supplies of 
affordable food must surely be a prior-
ity. However, all evidence on this sub-
ject points to poverty as the major cause 
of food insecurity for such people rath-
er than a lack of global food supplies. 
Calls for maintaining EU market inter-
ventions and price mechanisms, dressed 
up as concerns about food security, mis-
understand the real issues and are more 
likely to harm those facing food insecu-
rity than benefit them. 

A legitimate policy position for the 
EU would be to maintain its food pro-
duction capacity, enabling farmers to re-
spond to market demands for adequate 
supplies of safe, healthy, affordable food. 
And to do so in ways that are environ-
mentally sustainable. This is a signifi-
cant challenge but is unlikely to be ad-
dressed by government intervention in 
agricultural commodity markets, such 
as price support and export subsidies, 
as witnessed in the past. 

Why further CAP reform is needed

The current CAP lacks transparency, is inequitable and is insufficiently 
matched to the many challenges facing the EU in the first half of the 
21st century. Progress has been made in the last fifteen years but there 
remains much to be done to achieve a more sustainable policy. 
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The CAP Health Check
On 20 November 2007, the European 
Commission published a communica-
tion proposing a ‘Health Check’ of the 
CAP. This Health Check is not intend-
ed to be a fundamental overhaul of the 
policy but rather a continuation of re-
forms set in train in 2003. Negotiations 
on the Health Check are expected to be 
concluded during the latter half of 2008 
or possibly early 2009. The most signifi-
cant proposals include: 

 Shifting the SPS away from pay-��
ments made according to historic en-
titlements and towards a flat-rate pay-
ment per hectare.

A chance for change
Both short and longer term opportunities for CAP reform are on the 
horizon and must be grasped. The CAP Health Check offers the chance 
to take further steps along the current reform path. The EU Budget 
Review offers the prospects for a major overhaul of CAP expenditure 
and an unmissable opportunity to bring to life a new Common 
Environment and Rural Policy designed to meet 21st century challenges. 

 Reducing the options for partially ��
decoupled payments but retaining this 
option for suckler cow and sheep and 
goat production.

 Using up to 10% of total SPS pay-��
ments to target specific types of pro-
duction or activities (know as Article 69 
measures). Dairy, beef and sheep farm-
ers in certain disadvantaged regions and 
rice farmers facing environmental prob-
lems could receive an annual payment 
under this proposed measure. 

 Revising the cross compliance sys-��
tem to simplify the Statutory Manage-
ment Requirements (SMRs) and add 
new requirements e.g. the establishment 

of buffer strips alongside water courses, 
to Good Agricultural and Environmen-
tal Condition (GAEC).

 Increasing the rates of compulsory ��
modulation (switching funding from 
Pillar I to Pillar II) to help fund four 
new challenges: climate change mitiga-
tion, renewable energies, water man-
agement, and biodiversity. 

 Abolishing compulsory set-aside.��
 Increasing milk quotas to ease the ��

transition to a non-quota system by 
2015.

           

>>
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These proposals represent further steps 
along the path of CAP reform. As short 
term steps towards a longer term goal of 
more fundamental CAP reform, WWF 
supports these proposals. Specifically, 
WWF: 

 Calls on the Member States to sup-��
port the proposals in full and ensure 
they are not watered down in the nego-
tiation process. 

 Demands that more imaginative use ��
is made of the Article 69 measure with 
particular emphasis given to supporting 
environmentally important farming sys-
tems in areas of high nature value.

 Supports the inclusion of require-��
ments such as buffer strips alongside wa-
ter courses in GAEC but demands that 
better water management and biodiver-
sity protection are included as specific 
GAEC issues and more demanding ob-
ligations at farm level are developed in 
order to combat issues such as eutrophi-
cation and illegal irrigation. 

 Demands that cross compliance obli-��
gations be extended to all measures with-
in Pillar II, including measures in Axes 1 
and 3 and not just those in Axis 2. 

The EU Budget Review
The EU budget is determined by the 
Financial Framework, which current-
ly covers a seven year period and rep-
resents an Interinstitutional agreement 
between the European Commission, the 
Council and the Parliament. The Finan-

A chance for change

European Commission 
President Barroso

cial Framework equates to an indicative 
spending plan and sets ceilings for pos-
sible annual expenditure, with actual 
spending plans determined by an an-
nual budget process. 

The current Financial Framework, 
running from 2007-2013, was agreed in 
December 2005 but only after heated 
discussion between the UK and France 
over spending priorities and the CAP. 
As a result, the Commission was com-
mitted to undertake: 

 
‘…a full, wide ranging (budget) review 
covering all aspects of EU spending 
including the CAP, and of resources, 
including the UK rebate, to report in 
2008/9’. 
 
The EU Budget Review was initiated 
with the launch of a document enti-
tled, ‘Reforming the budget, chang-
ing Europe’ in September 2007 and the 
opening of a public consultation peri-
od running to April 2008. In launch-
ing the Review, Commission President 
Barroso promised a ‘no taboos’ debate 
and described the Review as, ‘…a once 
in a generation opportunity to make a 
reform of the budget and also a reform 
of the way we work.’ The outcomes of 
this Review will determine the next Fi-
nancial Framework for 2014 onwards. 
CAP expenditure is likely to face sig-
nificant challenge, with competing de-
mands for funds for research, innova-

tion, job creation and competitiveness 
exerting downward pressure on agricul-
tural spending.  

WWF welcomes the Budget Review 
as an opportunity to ask some far reach-
ing questions about the overall purpose 
of the current CAP and the benefits it 
delivers. WWF believes the answers to 
such questions will find the CAP lack-
ing and will point to the need for a ma-
jor overhaul of the policy in order to re-
spond to 21st century challenges. 
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Is there a need for a  
‘common’ rural policy?
Many of the challenges facing rural Eu-
rope are transboundary in nature and 
require a common framework in order 
to be addressed. The management of 
water resources, climate change miti-
gation and adaptation and the conser-
vation of biodiversity require concert-
ed action by Member States, working 
towards common goals, objectives and 
targets. This suggests the need for an 
overarching EU policy framework and a 
centralised budget that can be allocated 
efficiently according to environmental 
and rural development needs.

Principles for a new rural policy
Some key principles should underpin fu-
ture investment in rural areas: 

 All public payments should be un-��
derpinned by a strong regulatory floor 
and the application of the ‘polluter pays’ 
principle. All beneficiaries in receipt of 
public payments should be able to dem-
onstrate compliance with standards es-
tablished by EU and national legislation 
such as the Nitrates Directive.

 Public money should only be used for ��
the provision of public goods. A broad 
definition of public goods should be ap-
plied including: the regulation of envi-
ronmental functions such as sustainable 
water management, carbon sequestra-
tion and soil protection; the provision 
of environmental benefits such as the 
preservation of biodiversity and habi-
tat protection and the maintenance of 
valued cultural and historic landscapes; 
and, the provision of non-environmental 
benefits such as public access and enjoy-
ment, rural employment and the socio-
economic viability of rural areas. 

The CAP currently represents a substantive investment in rural areas 
– an investment that must be defended against competing urban 
and other demands for expenditure. Agricultural support per se has 
weakening legitimacy.  WWF believes the CAP must undergo a period of 
transformation in order to meet the economic, social and environmental 
challenges of the 21st century in rural areas. It must shift from an 
agriculturally focused policy to a broader based environment and rural 
development policy designed to achieve sustainable land management 
and the sustainable development of rural areas. 

Transforming the CAP
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 Payments should be linked to the de-��
livery of clear objectives and targets, re-
flecting the defined environmental and 
socio-economic needs of rural areas.

 Information on payments made to all ��
beneficiaries should be in the public do-
main to ensure the transparency of pub-
lic funds.  

A Common Environment 
and Rural Policy 
WWF proposes a transition from a Com-
mon Agricultural Policy (CAP) to a new 
Common Environment and Rural Policy 
(CERP) by 2020. The core components 
of CERP are described as follows (see 
Figure above): 

Legislative baseline
All land managers must comply with 
existing EU and national legislation 
that applies to land and the activities 
they undertake, irrespective of wheth-
er they receive public payments or not. 
All beneficiaries in receipt of public 
payments under CERP (as described 
under the next three headings) will be 
required to comply with a set of defined 
standards, based on the current cross 
compliance system. Such standards 
will therefore constitute a pre-condi-
tion for receiving public payments un-
der CERP. Standards will, as now, be 
derived from a list of EU and national 
legislation and from issues relevant to 
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Good Agricultural and Environmental 
Condition (GAEC). Both the list of EU 
legislation and GAEC issues should be 
reviewed and revised accordingly to en-
sure they capture adequately the main 
environmental challenges facing Eu-
rope. For example, better water man-
agement should be included in the list 
of GAEC issues, from which standards 
should be derived, to combat issues such 
as eutrophication. Ultimately, GAEC 
should encompass a much broader set 
of environmental issues than its current, 
rather narrow, focus on soils. Recipients 
of any payments found not to be in com-
pliance with standards should face the 
withdrawal of payments and, in certain 
circumstances, be required to pay back 
monies received. 

Basic area payments for 
public benefit and specific 
rural development assistance
This component of CERP would be 
comprised of two main elements: basic 
area payments for land management 
that delivers defined public benefits; 
and, specific one-off investments and 
financial assistance to support and fa-
cilitate rural development, e.g. grants to 
support business development and pay 
for infrastructure. 

Land managers (farmers, foresters 
and others) would be eligible for annu-
al payments per hectare for land man-
agement that contributes to the mainte-
nance of public goods and services. Such 
payments could be delivered through 
menu-based land management schemes 
whereby managers select a range of land 
management options to follow, appro-
priate to local and regional conditions. 
Organic farming and other systems such 
as integrated crop management could 
be supported at this level. Land man-
agement options would be designed to 
maintain existing beneficial land man-
agement practices or encourage their in-
troduction and would have a moderate 
level of environmental ambition. Land 
managers would enter a five or ten year 
management agreement in return for 
payments. Schemes and payment rates 
would be designed in such a way as to 
encourage high levels of take-up with the 

Basic area payments could help to 
combat eutrophication by encouraging:

 �� The introduction of buffer strips  
  (wider than those required under 
  the legislative baseline) alongside 
  water courses on cultivated land 
  and grassland

 Ditch management ��
 Nutrient management plans ��
 Manure management plans��
 Appropriate management of land ��

  at high risk of soil erosion 
 Management of cultivated land ��

  and grassland with low inputs 
  such as fertilisers

Combating eutrophication 
through basic area payments

Transforming the CAP

aim of securing 70-80% of rural land (ag-
riculture and forest area) under a basic 
management agreement. The objectives 
for such payments could encompass a 
wide range of issues including improv-
ing water quality, maintaining biodiver-
sity and landscapes, climate change ad-
aptation and mitigation, the provision 
of access and recreation opportunities, 
among others. 

To support rural development, specific 
one-off investments and financial assist-
ance would be available in rural areas. Ac-
tivities such as those currently funded un-
der Axis 1 and Axis 3 of EAFRD would be 
eligible for funding. Particular emphasis 
should be given to funding development 
activities that are likely to yield not only 
socio-economic benefits but also envi-
ronment benefits. For example, ecotour-
ism projects or investments in improving 
energy efficiency or waste management 
could be funded. It is envisaged that ru-
ral development investment more gener-
ally would be provided in future through 
greater use of Cohesion Funds. 

Support for High Nature Value 
farming and Natura 2000 sites
This component of CERP would provide 
‘top-up’ support – in the form of addi-
tional area payments - to land identified 
as having High Nature Value (HNV) or 
being part of the Natura 2000 network 
of sites. It would build on basic area pay-
ments and provide additional incentives 
to maintain environmentally important 
land management practices or introduce 
practices necessary to maintain the value 
of HNV land and the condition of Natura 
2000 sites. Payments would be site-spe-
cific, reflecting the management require-
ments on the ground.  Land managers 
would enter a five or ten year manage-
ment agreement in return for payments, 
building on any existing agreement. The 
extent of HNV land in the EU would 
need to be identified, drawing on existing 
knowledge and criteria developed by the 
European Environment Agency and oth-
ers. The designation of all Natura 2000 
sites under the Birds and Habitats Direc-
tives would also need to be completed by 
Member States and management plans 
put in place. 

Targeted support for 
achieving more complex 
environmental outcomes
This component of CERP would provide 
payments to land managers for under-
taking activities that would lead to the 
enhancement or restoration of environ-
mental goods and services. Some exam-
ples of activities that could be covered 
under this option include:

 habitat recreation where important ��
habitats have been lost or restoration 
where habitats have been degraded by 
past activities

 targeted species recovery projects or ��
species re-introduction

 creation of new access and recreation ��
opportunities on land 

 enhanced resource protection op-��
tions such as arable reversion to prevent 
soil erosion and water pollution

 limiting the use of artificial fertilisers ��
and manure 
Payments would be per hectare (or per 
length for linear features) and capi-
tal grants would also be available for 
one-off investments or to pay for nec-
essary infrastructure such as fencing. 
Land managers would enter a five or 
ten year management agreement in re-
turn for payments. In most cases, land 
managers would be expected to enter 
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the basic management tier first, and an 
agreement for HNV farming or Natura 
2000 sites where applicable, before be-
ing eligible for further targeted support. 
There may be instances, however, where 
separate targeted payments would be 
appropriate. 

Land management plans
All land managers wishing to receive 
public payments would be expected 
to complete (or have completed for 
them) a management plan for the land 
to be entered into agreement. The plan 
would include maps, identification of 
existing environmental assets and re-
sources and details of the management 
options selected to achieve specific en-
vironmental outcomes. The level of 
information contained in these plans 
would vary according to the type of 
payments being applied for. A rela-
tively simple plan would be expect-
ed to accompany basic area payment 
agreements rising in level of detail and 
specification as higher tier payments 
are applied for. Plans accompanying 
agreements for targeted support would 
be expected to be more detailed and 
may require specialist input to produce 
them. Assistance could be granted for 
the production of such plans. 

Advice and training
Land managers are likely to require ad-
vice and training to help them maximise 
the outcomes from management agree-
ments. Under CERP, Member States 
would be required to establish advisory 
and training systems to support imple-
mentation of the policy. All land man-
agers receiving public payments should 
be required to attend at least a one day, 
general training course (for basic agree-
ments) and additional training days (for 
HNV/Natura 2000 and targeted agree-
ments) at the start of agreements. Finan-
cial assistance could also be provided for 
further attendance at topic specific train-
ing days e.g. creation of specific habitats. 
All land managers entering agreements 
would also receive a free on-site advi-
sory visit at the start of all agreements. 
Further advice could be made available 
through a range of media such as hand-
books, leaflets, the internet and telephone 
helplines, provided by Member States. 

Balance of expenditure
The current CAP budget is dominated 
by market-related expenditure and di-
rect aids (income support) for farmers, 
which accounts for 77% of total expen-
ditures. Under CERP, there would no 
longer be any income support for farm-

ers. Instead, all expenditure would be 
devoted to achieving environmental and 
rural development outcomes. The budg-
et for CERP should be based on actual 
environmental and social needs and set 
accordingly. Such needs are likely to be 
considerable and it is not envisaged that 
the budget for CERP will be substantive-
ly less than the current CAP. 

The exact breakdown of the CERP 
budget between its different components 
will need to be calculated. An indicative 
break down, based on the area of land 
and number of recipients likely to be tar-
geted by the different payments and the 
nature of the payments, is presented in 
the Figure below. 

A period of transition
The old CAP would gradually be dis-
mantled, with Pillar I progressively 
phased out, and the new CERP brought 
to life, building on the current Pillar II 
of the CAP. A gradual transition is re-
quired to allow farmers time to adapt 
and to avoid widespread economic dis-
ruption to the agriculture sector. Time is 
also needed to build the administrative 
and delivery structures required to im-
plement the new policy. The next Finan-
cial Framework is expected to cover the 
period 2014-2020, although there is some >>

HNV farming / Natura 2000

Basic payments and rural development

Management planning

Advice and training

Targeted payments

40%

7%
3%

20%

30%

Indicative break down of CERP budget by component.

Targeted payments could help to  
combat eutrophication by encouraging:

 Arable reversion to unfertilised  ��
  grassland in targeted areas to  
  prevent run-off

 Measures to prevent erosion and  ��
  run-off in intensively managed  
  grasslands

	In-field	grass	areas	to	prevent ��
  erosion and run-off

 Seasonal livestock removal on ��
  grassland

 Nil fertilise�� r applications

Combating eutrophication through 
targeted support payments

Transforming the CAP

HNV farming / Natura 2000

Basic payments and rural development

Management planning

Advice and training

Targeted payments

40%

7%
3%

20%

30%
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Pillar I payment reduction Existing modulation 10% 20% 35% 55% 75% 100%

Interim Article 69 payments Payments for specific practices and ECAs

Revision to EAFRD RD and LFA revisions

New EAFRD programming
Current 

programming
Higher Axis 2 funding, application of HNV / Natura 200

CERP legislation Legislation approved

CERP implementation CERP implemented

YEAR 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021

Table 7.1. A gradual transition from CAP to CERP

speculation that it may only cover a five 
year period of 2014-2018 to tie in with a 
new Commission College. The next Fi-
nancial Framework should be the main 
transition period for the CAP. During 
this period, there should be substantive 
and progressive cuts in Pillar I direct 
payments, as follows: 

2014 10
2015 20
2016 35
2017 55
2018 75
2019 100

Year % cut

trative and delivery structures will take 
time. WWF therefore proposes that the 
new CERP becomes effective from 2019 
and that the period 2014-2018 is used as 
a transition period. Within this period, 
some interim measures should be con-
sidered to ease the change-over from 
CAP to CERP: 

 Within Pillar I, a proportion of the ��
funds raised by payment reductions 
should be used to finance an interim, 
five year payment scheme – based on 
a revised Article 69 – to  support en-
vironmentally important farming sys-
tems and pay farmers willing to man-
age land as ‘Ecological Compensation 
Areas’ (ECAs). Recipients of such pay-
ments would be required to complete a 
basic land management plan describing 
activities to be undertaken. Once CERP 
is in place, activities paid for under this 
scheme would transfer to basic area pay-
ment agreements. 

 The bulk of the remaining funds raised ��
by Pillar I payment reductions should be 
transferred into Axis 2 – the land man-
agement axis – of Pillar II. The EAFRD 
regulation should be revised from 2014 
and a new programming period run 
from 2014-2018. Certain Axis 1 and Axis 
3 measures that could be better funded by 
Cohesion Funds should be removed from 
EAFRD and remaining measures giv-
en a stronger environmental focus. The 
LFA measure should be reformed into an 
HNV farming/Natura 2000 measure (as 
described under CERP). A substantial 
proportion of the new money should be 
allocated to the agri-environment meas-
ure. A proportion of funds should also 
be allocated to Member States to enable 
them to establish enhanced advisory sys-
tems and develop the management plan-
ning process. 
The legislative steps needed to agree and 
introduce CERP should be taken dur-
ing 2016-2108. CERP could then take 
effect from 2019. As is done now for Pil-
lar II, Member States would be required 
to produce National Strategic Plans for 
CERP and National Environment and 
Rural Programmes setting out objec-
tives, the measures to be used and es-
tablishing clear targets for CERP. 

By building in a transition period for 
the shift from CAP to CERP, both farm-
ers and land managers and national ad-
ministrations would be given time to 
adapt and any major economic and so-
cial disruptions can be avoided. The Ta-
ble below shows a proposed timeline for 
the transition from CAP to CERP. 

Transforming the CAP

The money saved from phasing out Pil-
lar I should be used to fund the new 
CERP. However, developing a new poli-
cy, establishing its component parts and 
putting in place the necessary adminis-
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A new CERP would:
 Achieve sustainable land manage-��

ment, addressing the many environ-
mental challenges facing rural Europe 
including the need for better water man-
agement, reversing declines in biodiver-
sity and climate change adaptation and 
mitigation.

 Support environmentally sustainable ��
rural development helping to boost jobs 

and the rural economy in ways that also 
deliver environmental benefits.

 Result in a more market oriented ag-��
riculture and avoid trade distortion.

 Establish a new contract between land ��
managers and society, recognising the vital 
role they play in the provision of environ-
mental goods and services and ensuring 
the adequate provision of these goods and 
services where there is market failure.

 Offer a much more transparent and ��
efficient use of taxpayers money.

 Represent a much more equitable ��
policy, based on the delivery of public 
benefits and not on rewarding historic 
production. 

Benefits of a Common  
Enviroment and Rural Policy
The benefits of shifting from CAP to CERP are manifold. A new CERP 
would deliver the environmental goods and services demanded by 
European citizens and taxpayers. It would result in a more transparent, 
equitable and efficient support system for rural areas and facilitate 
more market oriented and less trade distorting agriculture. 
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WWF has outlined a vision for a new 
Common Environment and Rural Policy 
and steps must be taken now to make that 
vision a reality. WWF calls on European 
and national decision makers to:

 make full use of existing CAP meas-��
ures to combat eutrophication of the 
Baltic Sea, achieve better water manage-
ment, reverse the decline in biodiversity 
and adapt to, and mitigate against, cli-
mate change;

 support the CAP Health Check pro-��
posals in full, ensuring they are not wa-
tered down in the negotiation process, 
and make full use of revised measures 

including modulation, cross compliance 
and Article 69 to address environmental 
challenges;

 engage in a full and open debate ��
about the future of the EU budget and 
the need for substantive reform of the 
CAP to create a new fund focused on 
sustainable land management and rural 
development;

 work in partnership to develop a ��
new Common Environment and Rural 
Policy for implementation in 2019 by es-
tablishing an independent Environment 
and Rural Taskforce now. This taskforce 
should be comprised of experts from a 

range of disciplines and backgrounds 
to undertake the necessary research, 
analysis and consultation needed to de-
velop the new policy and assess the tran-
sitional measures required to avoid ma-
jor economic, social and environmental 
upheaval in the progression to the new 
policy. 

The time for change is now. Europe’s 
decision makers have a responsibility 
to citizens and taxpayers to address the 
many environmental problems of the 
past and forge a new and sustainable fu-
ture for Europe’s rural areas. 

Action for change
Time must not be wasted in moving towards a new vision for rural 
Europe to combat problems such as eutrophication of the Baltic 
Sea. Land management and rural development must be put on a 
more sustainable footing. Action is needed now.



"The challenge now is to address the legacy of past 

environmental damage and shape the CAP into a 

policy which can deliver truly sustainable agriculture 

throughout the EU. How to achieve this is the focus 

of this vision paper." 

Please contact us for more 
information! 

WWF Baltic Ecoregion Programme  
Ulriksdals Slott 
SE-170 81 Solna 
Sweden 
Tel +46 8 624 74 00 
Fax +46 8 85 13 29

www.panda.org/baltic

WWF is one of the world’s largest and most experienced independent conservation 
organisations, with almost 5 million members and supporters and a global network  
active in some 100 countries.

WWF’s mission is to stop the degradation of the planet’s natural environment  
to build a future in which humans live in harmony with nature, by:

– conserving the world’s biological diversity

– ensuring that the use of renewable natural resources is sustainable

– promoting the reduction of pollution and wasteful consumption.

WWF Baltic Ecoregion Programme  
is part of WWF, set up to save the Baltic  
marine environment and restore vitality 
and beauty to the surrounding region. 
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