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1. Introduction: the CAP and 
the Commons in the context 
of the EMENA area

  Globally, local communities 
of diff erent continents are experiencing the 
same trends: environmental degradation, 
rapid loss of biodiversity, land grabbing and 
concentration, fi nancial speculation on far-
mland and food commoditization, spread of 
industrial agriculture… And, consequently, 
these communities are suff ering the loss of 
their traditional systems, knowledge, landsca-
pes, culture and livelihoods. Various policies 
are driving these trends and the European 
Union’s Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) is 
one of them. 

As stated by the ILC’s current EMENA 
(Europe, Middle East and North Africa) strat-
egy, landscapes, biodiversity and natural and 
semi-natural ecosystems have been shaped 
by local communities for centuries, through 
their own governance systems, usually in the 
form of commons (common managed forests, 
grasslands, irrigation systems, hunting socie-
ties, etc.). 

Although these common governance systems 
manage a relevant area of natural and semi-
natural ecosystems - providing key socio-
economic and environmental values to society 

- they are largely unrecognized and/or neglect-
ed as a result of judging them as something 
from the past and not useful in contemporary 
society. This basically responds to a very lim-
ited understanding and ultra-orthodox view of 
the concept of “effi  ciency”, based on a purely 
short-term market value approach and without 
consideration of environmental or social costs 
in the balance sheet. 

Accordingly public policies generally disre-
gard traditional common systems as being in 
many cases unsupportive or even detrimental. 
In the case of Europe, the powerful Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) is probably one of 
the main drivers of biodiversity loss and natu-
ral resource degradation, through its promo-
tion of a highly intensifi ed, unsustainable and 
high carbon footprint agricultural production 
system, while also failing to address key social 
and economic issues in rural areas (such as 
the dismantling of public services, unemploy-
ment, loss of economic activity and depopula-
tion processes). 

But as the EU is the biggest world agri-food 
importer and exporter, the CAP has also con-
sequences for non-EU countries, infl uencing 
international markets and boosting agri-food in-
vestments, but also creating market distortions 
and putting at risk sustainable development 
through insuffi  cient commitment to climate 

The commons and the European Union Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP)
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change and gender objectives1, environmental 
degradation and social impacts on people and 
communities, such as evictions and displace-
ment of local food production2.

The CAP has favoured large farms to the det-
riment of small ones, and three million small 
farms disappeared between 2003 and 2010 in 
EU3, and it has been also a key factor in land 
grabbing and land concentration processes in 
Europe, mainly by the distribution of direct pay-
ments to farmers, where entitlements are relat-
ed to the surface area of the farm. This factor, 
in combination with a minimum size eligibility 
threshold for CAP payments or support, tends 
to concentrate land ownership amongst pro-
gressively fewer owners of larger and larger 
holdings, with progressively higher land prices, 
where small farms go out of business or are 
bought by large enterprises, agribusinesses or 
fi nancial investors. As a result, in 2013, only 
3,1% of farms controlled 52,2% of the farmland 
in Europe and land ownership is now more 
highly concentrated than is overall wealth in 
the EU. This process of land concentration in 
fewer hands has been especially pronounced 
in Eastern Europe, where, since the introduc-
tion of CAP direct payments following EU ac-
cession, land prices and rents have shot up. In 
Bulgaria, the price of land rose by 175 percent 
between 2006 and 2012, and the average size 
of large farms has far surpassed the EU aver-
age of around 300 hectares, with the biggest 
increases in Slovakia, the Czech Republic and 
Bulgaria4. This poses serious threats to land 
rights, land access and food sovereignty and 
drives environmental and social degradation of 
rural areas in the EU5.

1 Blanco, 2018
2 Diop et al., 2013
3 See https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/sites/agri-

culture/fi les/statistics/agricultural/2013/pdf/c5-5-
354_en.pdf

4 Heinrich Böll Foundation, et al., 2019. p. 28-29
5 Kay et al., 2015

A good reason for making the CAP more open 
and participative is that it deals with food pro-
duction which is a vital matter for social well-
being and survival and inextricably linked to 
our cultures, our individual and collective histo-
ries and our identity6. To regain the concept of 
food as a “common” and not as a “commodity”7 
is a challenge to which communities and tra-
ditional commons systems have a lot to con-
tribute. Furthermore, soils in the majority of 
European countries are at high level of risks 
with arable soils as the most exposed to pres-
sures8. However, the CAP is a public policy 
that ‘belongs’ to everyone and should be work-
ing for the benefi t of the common good. There 
is a common interest in working towards an im-
provement of such an infl uential policy not just 
in the EU agriculture capacity but also in the 
sustainability and stability of European society 
and beyond.

The negotiations for the next programming pe-
riod (2021-2027) of the CAP are already well 
under way in the EU institutions. What will be 
fi nally agreed will infl uence our common future 
and this presents a good opportunity to refl ect 
on the role that commons systems can play. 
The big challenge is that the CAP should also 
integrate climate, biodiversity and environmen-
tal objectives, helping to comply with other EU 
commitments. 

Most of the communities governing commons 
are working almost exclusively at a local or re-
gional level and are not usually aware of how 
much is at stake in supra-national arenas, 
which will compromise their capacities, re-
sources and future. The main objective of this 
document is to raise awareness of this situa-
tion, shed some light on what is happening in 
the current CAP reform process and identify 

6 Slow Food, 2018
7 Vivero-Pol et al., 2019
8 Orgiazzi et al., 2016. p 11-20
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some opportunities for commons communities 
to boost their visibility and their contribution to 
the debate. This will also help to reinforce the 
constantly claimed “bottom up approach” and 
push for a real participation in decision making 
and common land rights process.

The main purpose of this policy brief is to stim-
ulate these refl ections and help strengthen civil 
society’s involvement in the debate about the 
European agriculture model.

2. The commons systems in 
Europe

Shared tenure or ‘commons’ systems date 
back many centuries in Europe and have 
been a key element in economic develop-
ment, as well as in the creation and protection 
of European natural and cultural heritage. An 
underlying objective for many centuries was 

to follow systems of natural resource man-
agement which guaranteed community sur-
vival over time. This basic premise of sustain-
ability is therefore elemental in such systems. 
They generated rural areas of great cultural 
diversity, made up of mosaics of inter-related 
farming systems and ecosystems and gen-
erating an immense accumulated and collec-
tive knowledge to guide their maintenance. 
The great cultural and natural diversity which 
we fi nd in Europe is in large part due to 
these farming systems based on collective 
ownership.

However, with the emergence and growth 
of the capitalist production system, based 
on principles of individual economic inter-
est, competition, profi t-driven trade and pri-
vate property ownership, shared-ownership 
systems have lost economic value and so-
cial function and fallen into decline. Mass 
emigration from rural areas to the cities has 

8
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exacerbated this trend, depriving common 
ownership systems of their social base and 
leaving their governing bodies vulnerable.

Despite these adverse trends, many collec-
tive tenure and shared management systems 
have managed to survive in Europe and are 
more widespread than is often believed. 
Information about common tenure systems 
in Europe is scarce, partial and scattered 
but data are increasingly becoming available 
from a growing number of site studies. These 
show that communal systems in Europe are 
‘diversity hotspots’. This is possible because 
the land is managed following low-intensity 
principles and practices that create mosaic 
landscapes, a key factor for biodiversity con-
servation and ecosystem services provision. 
These commons host diversity in terms of:

Governance: They represent a wide and 

unique repository of governance systems 
and institutions, traditional resource manage-
ment practices and local culture. 

Agriculture sustainability: Some European 
communal tenure farming systems are also 
living showcases of good practices regarding 
sustainable interaction between human activ-
ity and nature; an example are the so-called 
High Nature Value farming systems, where 
Traditional Agricultural Knowledge (‘TAK’) is 
embedded. This is crucial as TAK systems 
encompass information about how to recog-
nize and effi  ciently manage agricultural land-
scapes and agroecosystem elements9. 

Biodiversity: they often harbour some of the 
most biodiversity-rich areas in Europe, as 

9 Vivero-Pol et al., 2019. p 173-181



The Commons and the European Union Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)

1010

Box 1: Some fi gures on commons and natural values

UK:
About 1.2 million hectares of the land in Britain and Ireland are classifi ed as common land. These commons include: exten-
sive pastoral grazing commons, woodland areas, coastal marshes and periurban centres (such as Town Moor Newcastle). 
80% of common land is nationally or internationally designated for environmental reasons, and virtually all provides a statu-
tory right of access on foot. 88% of commons in England and Wales lie within designated sites of national and international 
importance including designated Sites of Special Scientifi c Interest (SSSI) and Special Areas of Conservation (SAC).

Wales: The Gower Common in South Wales was the fi rst Area of Outstanding Natural Beauty (AONB) to be designated in 
1956. The sum total of commons which are covered by a designation is 97%. 

England: There are nearly 400,000ha of common land and these include some of the most important environmental and 
cultural assets in the country.

Scotland: Scottish common grazings are heavily concentrated on areas with crofting agriculture, found especially along the 
Atlantic fringes. These areas are geographically-marginal and socially vulnerable, and most are in parishes designated as 
‘fragile’ by Highlands and Islands Enterprise. The area of land with rights other than grazing (e.g. turbary and estovers) is 
unknown. It is estimated that over 20% of the agricultural land under High Nature Value Systems is common land.

Spain:
In Extremadura region, the ‘dehesa’ is a unique High Nature Value farming ecosystem. Here there are more than 170 com-
mon dehesas with a total surface of 150,000 ha of which at least 45,540 Ha are designated Special Area of Conservation 
(SACs) and 37,153 Ha Special Protection Areas (SPAs); this is part of the Natura 2000 Network and so protected under the 
EU Habitats and Birds Directives. These communal dehesas include several natural habitat types of EU community interest 
(e.g. 6310 Dehesas with evergreen Quercus spp.), and several animal and plant species of EU community interest: e.g. 
Iberian Lynx, Spanish Imperial Eagle, Eurasian Crane, Black Vulture, Narcissus ssp., among many others.).

Sweden:
Sweden has a total common forest area of 730,000 hectares and consists of 25,000 individual shareholders with property 
rights in the forests. The fi rst common was created in 1861 based on an ancient medieval types of common. Swedish com-
mon forests have succeeded fairly well and produce not only timber but also provide public goods and services.

Sources: 
Commons Toolkit NE 285. Foundation For Common Land. Natural England. http://www.foundationforcommonland.org.uk/common-land-toolkit
Developing High Nature Value Farming and Forestry Indicators for the Scotland Rural Development Programme. July 2011. http://www.gov.scot/
Publications/2011/08/10135254/0
LIFE Comforest http://extremambiente.juntaex.es/index.php?option=com_content&view=article&id=3590&Itemid=278
Ostrom, Schroeder and Wynne, 1993:73 ff ..
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shown by the fact that a high percentage of 
common land occurs within protected areas 
of one kind or another (see some examples 
in Box 1).

This is especially important in an EU context, 
where biodiversity trends are of increasing 
concern, as illustrated by the worrying con-
servation status of the main habitat groups 
related to agriculture10 and continued serious 
declines in the EU common farmland bird in-
dex (Figure 1), the only biodiversity perform-

10 European Environment Agency, 2015

ance indicator for the CAP11. 

At the EU level, the concept of ‘common land’ 
is defi ned by the European Commission as 
“land not belonging directly to any agricultural 
holding but on which common rights apply; 
the area used by each holding is not individu-
alised” and it is “owned by a public authority 
(state, parish, etc.) over which another per-
son is entitled to exercise rights of common, 

11 The Farmland Bird Index is one of various im-
pact indicators for the CAP; see the full indicator 
set at: https://ec.europa.eu/info/sites/info/fi les/
food-farming-fi sheries/key_policies/documents/
technical-handbook-monitoring-evaluation-
framework_june17_en.pdf

Figure 1: Declines in common farmland birds in the EU (1990-2016), as compared to common forest birds and all 
common birds. Downloaded from European Bird Census Council, 2019: http://www.ebcc.info
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and these rights are generally exercisable in 
common with others”12. For the EU agricul-
ture authorities common land is considered 
to form part of the “utilized agricultural area” 
(‘UAA’), meaning the area used for farming13, 
and so the target area subject to agriculture 
policy.

Offi  cial EU statistics show the approximate 
agricultural area corresponding to common 
land in Europe and this can be found in at 
least 19 countries, from East to West and 
North to South, namely: United Kingdom, 
Ireland, Germany, Portugal, Spain, France, 
Switzerland, Italy, Greece, Cyprus, Austria, 
Slovenia, Bulgaria, Hungary, Romania, 

12 See https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/statistics-ex-
plained/index.php?title=Glossary:Common_land

13 The concept of UAA includes arable land, per-
manent grassland and permanent crops as well 
as smaller ‘subsistence’ farm plots for fruit and 
vegetables. It excludes non-grazed woodland, 
water bodies, tracks and land occupied by build-
ings

Montenegro, Croatia, Norway and Iceland 
(see Table 1). These data do not include for-
estry or marine areas, which might increase 
this total quite signifi cantly.

Although common land can consist of arable, 
pastoral, forestry or other land, in the case 
of agriculture, the majority of common land is 
related to livestock grazing and is often called 
“common grazings”.

Common land in Europe presents consider-
able diff erences in its functioning and struc-
ture. For example in the UK, most common 
land is owned by large landowners or NGOs, 
while in Romania the commoners are fam-
ily farmers with small scale, subsistence or 
semi-subsistence units. In Spain there are 
also cases where communal land was bought 
by the village inhabitants in a public auction, 
to prevent privatization in the 19th and 20th 
century.

3. The Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP): background, ori-
gins and development up to 
2013

3.1 Background 

The CAP is one of the EU’s oldest policies and 
from the beginning, was one of few with an 
“exclusive Community competence” (where 
only the UE can act), although the Member 
States are responsible for the implementing 
regulation in their territories. Historically the 
CAP is also the most expensive of the EU’s 
policies and currently absorbs around 40% of 
the European annual budget. From a fi scal 
point of view, it is uneven because while the 
CAP is supported by millions of taxpayers, 
the number of its direct benefi ciaries is com-
paratively small. 

12

Table 1: Estimates of ‘common land’ surface area 
in diff erent European countries. Source: European 
Commission. Eurostat
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The CAP is also one of the EU’s most com-
plex and controversial policies. Probably be-
cause of this complexity, it is little-understood 
and inaccessible to the wider public, which 
is excluded from decision-making processes 
that have profound impacts on our lives, the 
environment and public fi nances. As a result 
the CAP is trapped in a kind of vicious cir-
cle where complexity impedes transparency, 
which in turn allows powerful lobby groups to 
infl uence complex legislation and dominate 
the discourse, resulting in bad governance, 
malpractice and corruption.

The next section presents a brief summary of 
the origins and evolution of the CAP, to place 
in context the present situation, summarized 
in later sections. 

3.2 Origins and evolution of the CAP 
1962-1991

The Common Agriculture Policy is enshrined 
in the Treaty of Rome in 1958 that established 
what was initially known as the European 
Economic Community, (‘EEC’). The CAP was 
the fi rst common European policy, and since 
its fi rst inception it has been reformed several 

times. 

When the CAP was implemented in 1962, the 
agricultural sector was already highly inter-
vened in the six founder member states and 
harmonization was needed in order to cre-
ate a European common market. The CAP 
was conceived after the post-war food short-
ages (when self-suffi  ciency was a key target) 
and shaped by Keynesian economic tools of 
state support and intervention. The main ob-
jectives were to increase productivity, assure 
food supplies and market stabilization, while 
ensuring a fair standard of living for farmers 
and reasonable prices for consumers. 
To achieve these aims, the fi rst CAP pro-
posed a policy combining price support and 
structural measures, but the structural com-
ponent found early opposition and price in-
tervention become the predominant policy 
mechanism. 

Self-suffi  ciency targets were soon surpassed 
and overproduction became a major prob-
lem, with knock-on eff ects on the public budg-
et, environment and countries outside the 
EEC. European agriculture production was 
always ahead of demand, and food surpluses 

Box 2. Commons: some key fi ndings.

Common tenure systems might play a crucial role in Europe, because:

 They off er a new (or renewed) socio-economic rationale, based on a participative democracy mecha-
nism, to an European society in search of new democratic models based on the principles of economic, 
environmental and social justice.

 They are built on the concept of collective ownership and/or use, which entails greater legal complexity 
(and so resistance) if privatization or land grabbing processes were attempted.

 They off er one of the most cost-eff ective management and governance systems which can be alterna-
tive or complementary to established models. These systems have been ground-tested through time, are 
adapted to local contexts, resilient to changes and harsh conditions, and have their own confl ict resolution 
mechanisms. And most important: they are inherent to local culture and legitimized by the community, so 
the usual diffi  culty of community rejection to alien top-down management plans is avoided.

 They have a huge potential for building up a critical mass since an extensive community network can 
be built and alliances could be established with other civil actors. This would make a fundamental contribu-
tion to consolidating a big civil society group with its own lobby actors infl uencing real changes in society.
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either had to be purchased and stored by the 
authorities, or exported with subsidies to Third 
Countries, resulting in dumping and distor-
tion of their domestic economies. Ironically, 
at the same time, food prices for European 
consumers were above the average prices of 
the world market.

The intensifi cation of agricultural production 
also had negative environmental impacts 
causing water pollution, loss of biodiversi-
ty (see Figures 1), and soil and landscape 
degradation. The CAP’s legitimacy became 
increasingly questioned and voices were 
raised claiming a more fair and effi  cient use 
of public money. 

Overproduction also entailed a continuing 
growth of CAP expenditure which in the 
light of the Community enlargement with new 
Member States, inevitably required budg-
et discipline measures, resulting in the fi rst 
Multiannual Financial Framework 1988-1992 
and the fi rst CAP annual budget freeze.

In order to stop overproduction and curb 
the CAP´s expenditure, compulsory land 

“set-aside” and “milk quota”14 measures were 
introduced. The latter had a signifi cant impact 
on rural areas, leading to concentration and 
intensifi cation of milk production while small 
dairy farmers were going out of business. 

3.3 The CAP 1992-2013 

The year 1992 was a milestone that marked 
a “before and after” in the CAP‘s history, 
when the EU and the US settled their diff er-
ences on agriculture within the World Trade 
Organisation (‘WTO’) and in the subsequent 
“Agriculture Agreement” (‘AA’)15  of 1994. 
Although the Río Conference of 1992 also 
had some infl uence in stimulating a more ‘so-
cial’ local-based approach to rural develop-
ment, in simple terms it can be said that the 
CAP before 1992 was “more European” and 
afterwards become “global market oriented”. 

14 See glossary of terms related to the CAP at 
http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/glossary/index_
en.htm

15 The Agriculture Agreement was signed during 
the last Round (Uruguay Round) of the former 
General Agreement on Tariff s and Trade (GATT) 
that gave way in 1994 to the current WTO

Figure 2: Historical development of the Common Agricultural Policy. Source: European Commission (2015)
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This last phase is still in progress, with in-
ternational trade obligations playing a more 
dominant role in shaping and conditioning 
the agriculture model supported by the CAP.

The AA infl uenced greatly the CAP reforms 
undertaken through the 90s, pursuing the 
progressive reduction of the agriculture sub-
sidies linked to production which are consid-
ered to be trade distorting. The CAP became 
increasingly less European and independent 
in an increasingly globalized trade system 
and become more and more a mechanism 
for implementing commitments arising from 
the WTO. 

Consequently, a series of reforms took place, 
basically aimed at replacing price support 
mechanisms with direct payments to farm-
ers, so gradually eliminating the link between 
payments and production (“decoupling”). 
This had the double virtue of keeping over-
production and budgets under control, while 
preparing the path to accommodate the 
changes arising from WTO obligations and 
the incorporation of the new EU Member 
States. The reforms can be briefl y summa-
rized as follows:

The “MacSharry reform” in 1992 and 
“Agenda 2000” in 1999. These reforms 
paved the way for the expected changes de-
rived from the EU international negotiations 
at the time. Support to prices gradually shift-
ed into direct payments per cultivated hec-
tare or per livestock animal. This reduction 
of price support entailed a cut of export sub-
sidies and supposedly ameliorated interna-
tional trade distortions. The CAP architecture 
was reorganized into its current main two ar-
eas, or “Pillars”:

  The “First Pillar” is production- and 
market-oriented, with direct payments to 
farmers (90% of the First Pillar budget) 
and market measures (the other 10%).

  The “Second Pillar” involves meas-
ures that support rural development 
goals. This addressed emerging social 
and environmental demands and had 
the “blessing” of the WTO, allowing 
funds to be shifted in “compensation” 
for the reduction of price support pay-
ments16. It includes measures address-
ing a wide range of issues, from produc-
tivity, competitiveness and agriculture 
support in marginal areas, to agri-envi-
ronment schemes, articulated in Rural 
Development Programmes (‘RDPs’).

The Mid-Term Review of the Agenda 2000 
(or ‘Fischler Reform’) in 2003 and the CAP 
Health Check in 2008. Continuing with the 
decoupling process, a new payment sys-
tem was introduced called the “Single Farm 
Payment” (‘SFP’), consisting of an annual 
lump sum related to the surface of the farm. 
To receive the SFP the farmer should meet 
obligatory environmental and animal welfare 
standards, known as “cross-compliance”, 
consisting of two sets of rules: Statutory 
Management Requirements (‘SMRs’), 
and Good Agriculture and Environmental 
Condition (‘GAEC’). 

16 The AA classifi ed agriculture payments in 3 cat-
egories or “boxes”: the “amber box”(payments 
distorting trade, such as CAP production pay-
ments) that should be eliminated; the “blue box” 
(production limiting programmes, that should be 
transitional) and the “green box” (payments that 
cause minimal distortion such asrural develop-
ment payments). The fi nal aim is to eliminate the 
amber box, using the blue one as transitional, to 
fi nally accommodate all payments in the green 
box
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“Europe 2020” which identifi es fi ve headline 
targets18 (regarding employment, invest-
ments, carbon emissions, education and pov-
erty) to be attained through seven fl agship 
initiatives (related to innovation, education 
systems, digital agenda, resource effi  ciency, 
industrial policy for globalisation, labour mar-
kets and platform against poverty). For im-
plementing this strategy, one of the fi nancial 
instruments, ‘Horizon 2020’, provides €80 
billion over 7 years (2014-2020), with a view 
to attracting additional funds from private 
investment. 

The CAP is expected to contribute to the 
strategy mainly through innovation and 
resource effi  ciency. This is the origin of 
the so-called “European Innovation 
Partnership for Agriculture productivity 
and Sustainability” (EIP-AGRI) launched in 
2012. This is meant to be a new approach 
to apply research and innovation solutions to 
agriculture through multi-actor projects. 

18 See http://eur-lex.europa.eu/LexUriServ/LexU-
riServ.do?uri=COM:2010:2020:FIN:EN:PDF

4. The current CAP 
(2014-2020)

The current CAP was agreed in 201317 with 
an overall budget of around €280 billion for 
the seven-year period. For the fi rst time the 
European Parliament intervened in the proc-
ess, in co-decision procedure jointly with 
the Council, introducing more transparency 
and democracy to the process of negotiating 
and approving EU legislation. In order to un-
derstand better its implications, the following 
section provides a brief review of its main ele-
ments and its place in the overall legal archi-
tecture of the wider EU strategy until 2020. 

4.1 EU/CAP legal architecture

4.1.1. The EU 2020 Strategy and EIP AGRI

A central piece of the current EU architec-
ture is the economic growth strategy called 

17 For a summary of the main elements see  http://
europa.eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-13-621_
en.htm
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1303/2013 sets out a “Common Strategic 
Framework” for these four funding instru-
ments plus the EAFRD. Amongst other things, 
this Regulation states that each Member 
State must sign a “Partnership Contract” 
(PC) with the European Commission. This 
document is crucial as it must show how each 
country will link structural and RD objectives 
to meet the Europe 2020 Strategy, and it is 
binding for the design of RDPs.

The PCs also set out how a signifi cant amount 
of public EU funds will be spent during the 
2014-2020 period, and most importantly, how 
environment and development aims will be 
met. EU law sets out clear requirements for 
stakeholder participation, multilevel govern-
ance and minimum contents in the prepara-
tion of the PC and the programming docu-
ments for the main funds. This creates a clear 
opportunity for civil society communities and 
groups to become closely involved.20 

These PCs could potentially counteract the 
structural weakness of the EU RD policy, 
scattered as it is between fi ve funds and of-
ten playing a residual role in all of them.21 

4.2. Rural Development Policy

As was mentioned previously, the structural 
policy used with price measures in the CAP 
in the 1960s was a sort of “incipient rural de-
velopment policy” that was watered down and 
isolated by a predominant focus on prices, 
agriculture sectors and markets. Since then 
RD has played very much the role of an “ac-
companying policy”, as rather the “unwanted 
child” in the CAP. 

20 For more information about CSF and Rural de-
velopment implementation see  http://www.ifoam-
eu.org/sites/default/fi les/event/fi les/ifoameu_pol-
icy_workshop_srdtd_fertl_20130424.pdf

21 In the previous programming period there were 
more than 400 schemes designed for rural ar-
eas, with no coordination or overall vision

Potentially, there are opportunities here for 
public participation, and civil society groups 
are specifi cally encouraged to develop ideas 
and projects: topics related to common goods 
and communities could be one of them. In 
this sense it is worth noting that the EIP-
AGRI scheme’s wide concept of ‘innovation’ 
includes: “technological, non-technological, 
organisational or social, and based on new 
or traditional practices. A new idea can be 
a new product, practice, service, production 
process or a new way of organising things.”19

4.1.2. The funding of the CAP

The CAP is fi nanced through two diff erent 
funds:

  The European Agricultural Guarantee 
Fund (EAGF) that covers all the so-
called “direct payments” of Pillar One 
and some other agriculture market 
measures. It sits outside other funding 
frameworks and absorbs 80% of the 
CAP budget, with the payments being 
100% fi nanced by the EU.

  The European Agriculture Fund for 
Rural Development (EAFRD) fi nances 
Pillar Two, and thus all of the RD meas-
ures, from the remaining 20% of the 
CAP budget. These measures need to 
be cofi nanced by the Member States, 
normally at 50%. This means that the 
implementation of these measures will 
depend on the cofi nancing capacity of 
the Member State or Region. 

RD measures can also be fi nanced through 
four further EU funds, namely the European 
Social Fund, the Cohesion Fund, the 
European Regional Development Fund 
and the European Maritime and Fisheries 
Fund. With the aim of maximizing coherence 
and cost-eff ectiveness, Regulation (EU) 

19 http://ec.europa.eu/eip/agriculture/en/content/
eip-agri-part-eu’s-growth-strategy-decade
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Interestingly, in the history of the CAP, RD pol-
icy has shown an almost ‘circular’ evolution. It 
played a minor role until the mid 1980s, con-
strained by a market-unisectoral perspective, 
but a turning point came in the 1990s, with a 
new “local and multisectoral logic”, introduc-
ing pilot projects based on the endogenous 
capacities of local areas and community ac-
tors. Whilst this was not suffi  cient to counter 
the more damaging aspects of the CAP such 
as environmental damage and rural depopu-
lation, the new approaches showed some in-
teresting promise. The Community Initiative 
‘Leader’ approach22 was a good example, 
and although originally not part of the CAP 
(as it is today), Leader applied a new “bot-
tom-up” focus based on seven principles23.

Recent years have seen a retreat from this 
idea and a return to a more market- and 

22 Leader is a French acronym that stands for 
“Liaison Entre Actions de Développment de 
l´Economie Rurale” meaning “Links between Ac-
tions for the Development of the Rural Econo-
my”

23 These principles are: Area-based local devel-
opment strategies, bottom-up elaboration and 
implementation of strategies, local public-private 
partnerships (Local Action Groups), integrated 
multi-sectoral actions, innovation, cooperation 
and networking

production-based approach. The Agenda 
2000 reform returned RD to the “unisectoral 
logic” predominance and, despite the con-
tinuing social and environmental problems 
associated with the CAP, this trend has not 
changed in the most recent reform.

The RDP must be approved by the European 
Commission, and contain some schemes 
where common systems objectives could fi t 
well. 

It is diffi  cult to generalize, given the wide va-
riety of RDPs, measures and national proce-
dures, but the RDP elements most likely to 
match communities objectives include24:

  “Agri-environment schemes”, these 
compensate the loss of income to far-
mers who subscribe, on a voluntary ba-
sis, to commitments intended to benefi t 
the environment and which go further 
than the minimum compulsory cross-
compliance and greening requirements. 
Implementation across Europe varies 
considerably, but their small budget 

24 For example, see the specifi c ‘Commonage’ pro-
posals for Ireland: http://www.efncp.org/projects/
hnv-farmland-irish-uplands/commonage-case-
studies/

Figure 3: Links between the CAP, rural development policy and the wider Europe 2020 Strategy. Source:  Author’s 
work and European Network for European Development:http://enrd.ec.europa.eu
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compared with the funding available for 
direct payments make them insuffi  cient 
funds for the size of the task that is re-
quired to halt the decline of farmland 
biodiversity or address other environ-
mental problems.

  The Leader scheme (see above), cu-
rrently called the “Community-Led Local 
Development” programme”25 is desig-
ned to empower people in local areas. 
This is a clear opportunity for local com-
munities, as their involvement is a pre-
condition for obtaining these grants. Its 
budget can be complemented with addi-
tional funding from the EU Structural 
Funds. Once again, success will de-
pend greatly on the “health” of Member 
State governance at various levels, and 
on the commitment of local communities 
to insist on full and meaningful scheme 
implementation.

  The innovation programme (EIP-AGRI) 
will also be implemented via RDPs, 
for which operational groups (where 
civil society should participate) must 
submit specifi c projects, where topics 
related to common systems can also be 
admissible. 

4.3. The CAP: rhetoric and practice

The current CAP aims to address three main 
issues:

  food security through increasing 
production;

  environmental sustainability by redu-
cing pressure on natural resources; 
and

  territorial balance by promoting both 
competitiveness and diversifi cation. 

25 For more information see http://enrd.ec.europa.
eu/themes/clld/en/clld_en.html

Whilst these aims seem compatible and 
achievable in terms of rhetoric, the legal 
measures for applying them, and their ap-
plication, often fall short in practice. A closer 
analysis reveals a profound gap between 
rhetoric and reality, making some of these 
main CAP objectives appear purely aspira-
tional, at best. 

Taking the food security argument as an 
example, the main argument here is that the 
expected world population increase might 
entail a 70% increase in food demand by 
2050, so the EU should be ready to respond. 
It is argued that the CAP must continue to 
strengthen EU agriculture through enhanc-
ing competitiveness and productivity in order 
to maintain EU leadership in world markets, 
and so to support industrial agriculture. This 
also matches the WTO trade liberalization 
requirements, with the CAP further consoli-
dating the payment decoupling process. This 
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perspective also perpetuates the tendency to 
transfer the majority of the CAP budget to lar-
ge agribusiness companies and industrial 
agriculture, which in the EU absorb 80% of 
farm subsidies and 90% of the research 
funds available26.

However, the assumption that a strong lead-
ing EU agriculture sector will address world 
food security concerns has some basic fl aws 
and is increasingly questioned by experts and 
international institutions27. Instead, the role of 
small farmers and a new direction towards 
‘agroecology’ are considered to off er a more 
just and sustainable answer, according to in-
creasing empirical and scientifi c evidence28. 

Firstly, the automatic connection of increased 
population and the need for increased pro-
duction is not supported by serious analysis 
and the food security concern seems to be 
conveniently constructed to accommodate 
the big agriculture industry protectionist in-
terests29. On the other hand, an increase in 
production does not address the root causes 
of food insecurity, which are mainly related to 
limited access to food for political and eco-
nomic reasons. 

This ‘CAP feeds the world’ perspective also 
seems to ignore the consequences of recent 
economic trends of rising food prices whilst 
the number of EU households unable to af-
ford enough food also grows. An increase in 
production will do little to resolve this prior-
ity question regarding EU food security, es-
pecially against a background of huge food 

26 See http://www.fao.org/fsnforum/forum/contribu-
tions/re-future-family-farming-providing-resourc-
es-women-and-young-farmers-30

27 The EU’s “large farms”, which according to 
EUROSTAT (2011) account for 20 per cent of all 
UAA, are generating only 11 per cent of Eu-
rope’s total agricultural production

28 Ahmed, 2014
29 Buckwell, 2014

wastage in the EU30. The concentration of 
production in fewer, larger agro-industries 
could aggravate uncertainty and the volatility 
of agricultural markets, making society more 
vulnerable and less resilient by increasing 
dependence on imports and losing the skills 
and resources for local food production, 
processing and trade.

In this sense, the recommendation of the UN 
Special Rapporteur is to “limit excessive re-
liance on international trade and build capaci-
ty to produce food needed to meet consump-
tion needs, with emphasis on small-scale 
farmers”31.

The present CAP, however, is moving the EU 
in the opposite direction. It is worth noting 
that some UN reports conclude that modern 
industrial agricultural methods can no longer 
feed the world, due to the impacts of over-
lapping environmental and ecological crises 
linked to land, water and resource availability. 
Instead agroecology seems to be the path-
way to a global sustainable food production.

“Agroecology is a traditional way of using far-
ming methods that are less resource orien-
ted, and which work in harmony with society. 
New research in agroecology allows us to 
explore more eff ectively how we can use tra-
ditional knowledge to protect people and their 
environment at the same time.”32

Also commons systems already have some 
key elements in place, as “responsible gov-
ernance” is one of the 10 elements of agr-
oecology. This requires establishing transpar-
ent, accountable and inclusive governance 

30 See http://www.europarl.europa.eu/news/en/
news-room/content/20120118IPR35648/html/
Parliament-calls-for-urgent-measures-to-halve-
food-wastage-in-the-EU

31 De Schutter, 2014
32 Ibid 27
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mechanisms at diff erent scales, to create an 
enabling environment that supports produc-
ers to transform their systems. For this “eq-
uitable access to land and natural resources 
is not only key to social justice, but also es-
sential to providing incentives for long-term 
investments in sustainability”33. 

5. The CAP reform for 
(2021-2027)

Now a new CAP for the programming period 
2021-2027 is under negotiation. The process 
started with the publication on June 2018 of 
a CAP Regulation proposal34 to be discussed 
with the EU Parliament and Council. In its 
wording it shows great ambition in terms of 
environmental objectives and proposes a 
broad set of objectives to be included in the 
Strategic Plans of Member States (articles 5 
and 6 in Title II).

Given the serious challenges facing the EU 
agriculture and food sectors (environmen-
tal degradation, loss of soil fertility, climate 
change risks, desertifi cation, land concen-
tration, unhealthy diets, food waste, decline 
of rural areas, etc.) the design of the new 
CAP should aim to halt and revert as many 
of these damaging trends as possible, and 
respond to the increasingly urgent need for 
deep and lasting reform. With its original 
food production objectives achieved and ex-
ceeded at the cost of serious social and envi-
ronmental damage, a new CAP is needed to 
tackle the 21st Century problems created by 
the CAP designed in the 20th Century. A new 
policy must be able to show to EU tax-payers 
that public money is targeted towards those 
farming systems that can provide the best 
environmental (and so productive) services 

33 FAO, 2018. p 11
34 COM (2018) 392 fi nal

and conditions35.

5.1. Key aspects of the new CAP 
proposal36

The new CAP proposal37 does not change 
the policy’s general principles and the main 
payments remain related to the surface of 
farmland that is owned or managed, so the 
more hectares one owns or controls, the 
higher the payments one receives. Although 
a mechanism is proposed for capping pay-
ment to larger holdings it seems insuffi  cient 
to stop the process of land concentration al-
ready well advanced in Europe. 
The main novelty in the new proposed deliv-
ery model is the increasing of Member States’ 
decision-making powers and subsidiarity, a 
move interpreted by some as “renationaliza-
tion of the CAP”38 

It also proposes an evidence-based policy-
making (EBPM) approach, based on SWOT 
analysis and elaboration of needs and a de-
termination of intervention logic, follow by the 
indicators and monitoring system.

35 As the IPBES pointed out “Higher biodiversity 
therefore increases the capacity of terrestrial, 
freshwater and marine ecosystems to provide 
nature’s contributions to people, such as soil 
formation, pollination, regulation of hazards, re-
gulation of air and water quality”. See at https://
www.ipbes.net/system/tdf/spm_2b_eca_dig-
ital_0.pdf?fi le=1&type=node&id=28318

36 Given that the proposal is in the process of ap-
proval between EU institutions (Commission, 
Parliament and Council), we will comment only 
on some of the main elements that will probably 
remain in the fi nal text

37 The current proposal consist of four legal texts: 
COM (2018) 392 on CAP strategic plans; COM 
(2018) 393 on fi nancing, managing and moni-
toring; COM (2018) 394 on Common market 
Organisation; SWD (2018) 301 on impact as-
sessment

38 See for example https://www.euractiv.com/sec-
tion/agriculture-food/news/calls-growing-to-stop-
nationalisation-of-cap/
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Basically the proposed delivery model would 
work as follow:

  The European Commission proposes 
3 General Objectives and 9 specifi c 
Objectives (articles 5 and 6 of the pro-
posal COM (2018) 392) as shown in ta-
ble 2. There will be also indicators and 
eligible types of “interventions” (previ-
ously called measures) and some other 
elements.

  Member States will identify their needs 
and prepare a CAP Strategic Plan 
based on the specifi c objectives (based 
on a SWOT analysis) and according to 
the results they want to achieve. The 
strategic plans should be approved by 
the European Commission and aim to 
be a step forward in evidence-based 
policy-making, but the development and 
implementation of the measures will 
be mainly left to the free choices of the 
Member States.

5.1.1. CAP National Strategic Plan

A single Strategic Plan for both the First and 
Second Pillars of the CAP, should be estab-
lished at national level and with the possibility 
of including regional elements.

  The mandatory elements of CAP 
Strategic Plans are listed in Article 95 
and further detailed in Articles 96-103 
of the proposal. They will contain over-
view tables with goals, measures and 
funding, a chapter on governance and 
coordination, digitalisation strategy, and 
enclosed will be the entire SWOT analy-
sis, ex-ante evaluation and description 
of the process and results of public 
stakeholder consultations (See table 3).

5.1.2. Green architecture: reinforced con-
ditionality and eco-schemes

The proposal purports to tackle environmen-
tal and climate objectives through the follow-
ing elements: 

  The eco-scheme(s) under the EAGF – 
mandatory for Member States to put in 
place, but with no ring-fenced funding 
(article 28 of proposal); 

  Agri- environment- climate com-
mitments, mandatory for Member 
States under the EAFRD (article 65 of 
proposal)

  Compensatory Payments for Areas 
with Natural Constraints, facing natu-
ral or other specifi c constraints (the 
former “Less Favoured Areas”) 

  Mandatory requirements for farmers (in 
order to reinforce conditionality) includ-
ed in the proposal are: 

  Preserving carbon-rich soils through 
protection of wetlands and peatlands

  Obligatory nutrient management tool to 
improve water quality, reduce ammo-
nia and nitrous oxide levels

  Crop rotation instead of crop diversi-
fi cation, and based on identifi ed farm 
needs. It is up to the Member State 
to set the specifi c criteria to meet the 
objective of crop rotation taking into ac-
count local conditions.

If farmers want to contribute further and be 
rewarded for going beyond mandatory re-
quirements, they can join one of the volun-
tary eco-schemes set by Member States 
at national level. Again the content and im-
plementation of these eco-schemes would be 
left in the hands of Member States.

Other types of support already existing in the 
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current CAP are maintained (such as coupled 
and decoupled payments).

5.1.3. Performance, monitoring and eva-
luation system for the two pillars

The proposal takes a more result-oriented 
monitoring and evaluation approach (arti-
cles 115 to 129). Accordingly, the quality of 
data sources will supposedly be signifi cantly 
increased in the programming period 2021-
2027, with systematic monitoring of the inter-
ventions and their eff ects.

In order to achieve this, Member States have 
to:

  Establish a performance framework for 
reporting, monitoring and evaluating the 
performance of the CAP Strategic Plan 
during its implementation.

  Carry out ex-ante evaluations (to impro-
ve the Plan design).

  Carry out evaluations of the CAP 
Strategic Plans and annual performance 
reports. 

The Commission shall:
  Establish a multiannual evaluation plan 

of the CAP to be carried out under its 
responsibility.

  Carry out an ex post evaluation to 
examine the eff ectiveness, effi  ciency, 
relevance, coherence and Union added 
value of the EAGF and the EAFRD.

5.2. Criticism

The main mechanism of distributing pay-
ments, based simply on the farmland surface 

Table 2: The proposed general and specifi c goals of the CAP in the period 2021-2027. Source: European 
Commission, 2018.
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owned or managed, remains unchanged. 
This off ers little incentive for shifting to more 
sustainable production systems to improve 
environmental performance of agriculture 
(see table 5 for the total CAP payments by 
country)39.

On the other hand, this is also a sign for the 
market that farmland will continue to be a 
source of income and annuity and so a prof-
itable commercial asset for non-agricultural 
investors. This concentration of ownership of 
farmland implies the transfer of profi ts and tax 

39 Commission proposal for the CAP Budget within 
the multianual fi nancial frame work  (MFF) 2021-
2017. Out of this amount for the CAP, €265.2 bil-
lion is for direct payments, €20 billion for market 
support measures (EAGF) and €78.8 billion is 
for rural development (EAFRD). http://europa.
eu/rapid/press-release_MEMO-18-3974_en.htm

payments from rural areas to the headquar-
ters of large businesses40. Also the increase 
in land prices creates a barrier to entry for 
young farmers, deepening outmigrating proc-
esses in rural areas.

Furthermore, the social costs of the “silent 
restructuring” of European agriculture land 
will continue to be felt in rural communities, 
in addition to the several million small farms 
lost in the last decades41. Even within this un-
supportive context, it is worth noting that the 

40 See note 5
41 In the 2003-2010 period, three million farms 

disappeared in the EU, of which nearly 80% 
were smaller than 5 ha. In contrast, the number 
of farms over 50 ha increased by nearly 30,000 
in the same period. See: http://ec.europa.eu/
agriculture/statistics/agricultural/2013/pdf/c5-5-
354_en.pdf

(a) Assessment of
needs

(b) Intervention
strategy

(c) Common
elements

(d) Interventions

(e) Target and
financial plans
(f) Governance and
coordination
systems
(g) Modernisation

(h) Simplification

Table 3: Elements of the Strategic Plans. Source: European Parliament, 2018.
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farming model in Europe still relies mainly on 
small and family farms42.

Despite the huge challenges facing European 
agriculture, such as environmental degrada-
tion and climate change, food security and 
sovereignty, etc., the Commission’s proposal 
is still mainly market-oriented. The CAP’s 
reorientation from a chemically intensi-
ve agriculture to the agroecology identi-
fi ed by the UN as the best option for the 
future is not an objective, and social and 

42 Two-thirds of the EU’s farms are less than 5 
hectares. At the other extreme, 6.9 % of the 
EU’s farms are of 50 ha or more in size and 
occupy two thirds (68.2 %) of the EU’s utilised 
agricultural area. Agriculture, Forestry and Fish-
ery statistics. 2018 Edition. Statistical Books. 
Eurostat

environmental problems are addressed in 
an anecdotic and patchy fashion through 
limited, voluntary and/or small budgeted 
mechanisms, mainly in Pillar 2 (such as 
agri-environmental measures and areas with 
constraints). In Pillar 1 the so-called “eco-
schemes” are introduced as a substitution 
of the current “greening” approach, but they 
could end up being only a voluntary scheme 
at national level.

There is also a drastic reduction in the 
EAFRD Budget, no ring-fencing for environ-
mental spend in Pillar 1 and Member States 
can choose to transfer 15% of the Rural 
Development Budget to Direct Payments 
Budget. This sends a negative political sig-
nal and perpetuates the problems which 
have been widely-criticized in the current and 

Table 4: Summary of direct payment measures. Source: European Parliament, 2018
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previous periods43.

Some other procedural shortfalls are identi-
fi ed regarding CAP architecture and govern-
ance issues, for example in the case of envi-
ronmental protection, where three objectives 
relevant to the environment and their accom-
panying indicators are not directly linked to 
existing environmental legislation, while such 
an alignment could have ensured better poli-
cy integration44.

However the overall question is, given the 
fl exibility and discretion for MSs in the new 
CAP proposal, how Member States can be 
incentivised and encouraged to be ambitious 
in setting national targets. Some experienced 
observers think that an important motivation 
for many agricultural ministries is to get the 
money to the farmers with minimum admin-
istrative eff ort and minimum requirements 
to be observed45, water down CAP rhetoric 

43 Kaley, 2018
44 Eriavec, 2018
45 Ibid

even further.

In order to improve the current propos-
al the involvement of civil society in the 
process is crucial. This also will help to ad-
dress the lack of transparency46 surrounding 
CAP decision-making which is part of the vi-
cious circle of its poor governance and social 
and environmental results.

5.3. What can the commons do for the 
CAP?

Commons originated to serve local com-
munities through an integrated and collec-
tive approach to the natural resources they 
managed. This approach has much to off er 
for the rest of EU society, as it is increasingly 
recognised as more eff ective than focusing 
on individual measures implemented sepa-
rately in isolated plots. Actually in 2011, the 
European Court of Auditors encouraged col-
laborative approaches for environmental land 

46 See http://capreform.eu/comagri-lacks-full-trans-
parency-in-crucial-votes/
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management stating that “one way to ensure 
that a suffi  ciently large group of farmers deli-
vers the necessary environmental benefi ts is 
through collective approaches”47.

On the other hand, the commons are in a per-
fect position to address the three main objec-
tives of the current CAP proposal (see table 
2) which aim at:

  Fostering a resilient and diversifi ed agri-
culture and food security.

  Contributing to environmental and cli-
mate-related objectives of the EU.

  Strengthening the socio-economic fabric 
of rural economies.

The products and public services that 

47 European Court of Auditors, 2011

commons systems may provide in the form 
of environmental and socio-economic terms 
are many, among them:

  Provision of diverse, local and healthy 
food. 

  Maintenance of high environmental val-
ues, biodiversity, multifunctional territo-
ries and cultural landscapes. 

  Maintenance of local breeds and 
varieties. 

  Protecting peatlands and grazing areas 
that serve as carbon stores and off ering 
other services that help to combat and 
mitigate climate change48.

  Preservation of and transmission of 

48 Manzano y Salguero, 2018

Direct
payments

Markets Rural
development

TOTAL

3 020.8 2.6 417.9 3 441.3
4 930.2 172.8 1 752.4 6 855.4
5 218.2 44.0 1 609.7 6 871.9
5 263.5 1.8 471.6 5 736.9
30 003.0 263.5 6 158.0 36 424.5
1 102.4 0.9 546.6 1 650.0
7 240.5 0.4 1 646.4 8 887.3
12 668.8 391.0 3 170.0 16 229.8
29 750.3 2 921.7 6 228.2 38 900.2
44 464.1 3 385.1 7 522.4 55 371.6
2 207.7 76.7 1 750.1 4 034.5
22 146.8 2 262.1 7 902.2 32 311.0
290.8 28.8 99.5 419.1
1 967.4 2.0 729.7 2 699.2
3 343.9 3.7 1 214.2 4 561.7
199.9 0.2 76.5 276.5
7 587.8 200.6 2 589.1 10 377.4
28.0 0.1 75.9 104.1
4 378.5 1.8 455.0 4 835.4
4 135.6 91.0 2 988.8 7 215.5
18 859.5 31.3 8 198.2 27 088.9
3 741.0 1 038.6 3 068.1 7 847.7
11 869.7 323.0 6 006.1 18 198.8
802.8 34.2 636.1 1 473.1
2 444.5 36.6 1 416.3 3 897.5
3 169.0 1.2 1 816.6 4 986.8
4 187.7 3.7 1 316.0 5 507.4

Table 5: EU Commission budget proposal for the CAP within the  Multiannual Financial Framework  (MFF) 2021-
2017. Source: European Commission, 2018.
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culture, including key services as tradi-
tional knowledge related to food produc-
tion, local environment, resilience strate-
gies and adaptation to changes.

  Effi  ciency in the use and recycling of 
natural resources and sustainable man-
agement of natural cycles.

  Creation and maintenance of local jobs 
and the foundation for a rural economic 
network.

  Maintain communities in rural areas, 
especially important in fragile areas af-
fected by depopulation.

  Provide leisure and recreational activi-
ties for the whole of society.

  Off er reservoirs of diff erent governance 
systems and provide good examples of 
participative land management. 

  Maintain traditional agricultural and ir-
rigation systems.

  Support a wide variety of public services 
in rural areas.

A detailed report on the social, economic 
and environmental contribution of common 
governance systems, including its typology 
and history has been published by the ICCA 
Consortium and the Convention on Biological 
Diversity (CBD)49, including detailed study 
cases for more than 20 countries worldwide, 
including six European: Spain, Portugal, Italy, 
England, Croatia and Romania50.

5.4. Opportunities for common systems 
in the CAP post -2020

The collective approach to measure imple-
mentation already exists in the current CAP, 
although the use of funding for this purpose is 
still scattered across Europe51. Results vary, 
but show the potential of the role of collabo-
rative and multi-actor approaches within the 
CAP post-2020.

49 Kothari et al., 2012
50 https://www.iccaconsortium.org/index.php/cate-

gory/publications-en/cbd-ts-64-en/
51 ENRD, 2018
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The collaborative, multi-actor measures im-
plemented in the current period are aimed 
at improving water and soil quality. The CAP 
measures used for funding these schemes 
come from Rural Development Programmes 
from  measure 16 on Cooperation and 
measure 10 on Agri-environment-climate 
schemes, or a combination of the two with 
other Rural Development measures, in-
cluding support to Organic farming (M11), 
knowledge transfer (M1) and training (M2). 

The measures in the new CAP are renamed 
as “interventions” and reorganized in wider 
categories as shown in table 6:
However, some interesting lessons learned 
can be highlighted from the previous current 
period:

  The Agri-environment-climate measure 
(M10) permits payment rates to inclu-
de a higher proportion of transaction 
costs for agreements covering multiple 
benefi ciaries.

  These measures can be proposed from 
the bottom up (the initiative coming from 
farmers or other individual organisations 
and stakeholders), top-down (initiati-
ve coming from public authorities, as 
was the case in the Netherlands52) or a 

52 It consists of AECM agreements to 40 certifi ed 
collectives, which function as legal entities and 
are accepted as the benefi ciaries of the support. 
Terwan, 2016

combination of both.

  In order to facilitate partnership working 
and avoid additional burden for farmers, 
it is advisable for the managing autho-
rities to consider setting out selection 
criteria that are focused on results and 
outcomes, rather than on specifi c entry 
requirements.

  Member States have the possibility to 
allocate a higher proportion of transac-
tion costs within the payment calculation 
to agreements involving groups of far-
mers/land managers. Also costs related 
to facilitation of the collaborative appro-
ach could be considered “eligible” within 
the RDP.

  Where funding is not suffi  cient to su-
pport actions within the scope of co-
llaborative and multiactor approaches 
under certain RDP measures, other 
sources of funding could be explored, 
including InvestEU;

As well as the above considerations, other 
possibilities that exist for commons systems 
support within the CAP could include:

  Direct payments would off er better 
value for money if they were payable 
based on the environmental and socio-
economic public goods a farm holding 
delivers, rather than solely on the land 
area it covers. In this case the public 
good delivered by farmers maintaining 

29

Measures Interventions

Table 6: The equivalents of the CAP 2014-2020 measures in the CAP 2021-2027 proposal.
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common land in an environmentally 
sustainable way would be not only rec-
ognized but also rewarded. This would 
provide a more robust fi nancing base, 
as direct payments are fi nanced with 
the bigger CAP Budget (Pillar One, ap-
proximately 80% of total) and directly by 
the EU (without the need for Member 
State cofi naning). 

  Propose a new mechanism of “Eco-
scheme” for commons systems. This 
would help to ground-test this approach 
for ensuring that environmental goods 
are adequately rewarded and identify 
how commons systems could be bet-
ter supported. The mechanism would 
also be fi nanced through Pillar One and 
should be included in every National 
CAP Strategic Plan.

  Keep using the EIP mechanism 

(European Innovation Partnership) on a 
pilot basis to look at various site-specifi c 
problems of commons systems as a 
base for making future proposals. It is 
important to bear in mind that “social 
innovation” is also including in the EIP 
concept, so new ways of governance 
should be encouraged including col-
laboration with the public administration 
as an active player. 

  Proposing well-funded and assessed 
agri-environmental schemes for com-
mon lands, tailored to local conditions, 
needs and objectives. For example, a 
“measures menu” aimed at public goods 
delivery. There are already successful 
experiences of collective organisation, 
implementation and monitoring of agri-
environmental schemes in the current 
CAP in some Member States. Also re-
sults-based Agri-environment schemes 
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have been already been developed and 
tested in pilot areas53.

  Participating in the Leader programme 
could be other means of support as 
commons principles fi t well with Leader 
principles. 

  Training and education for farmers on 
farming in harmony with the environ-
ment, especially for young farmers 
(or potential farmers) to help run their 
farms, including the specifi city of the 
commons and traditional systems, tour-
ist initiatives and how to improve en-
vironmental performance (e.g. Green 
certifi cations). Also some administrative 
matters (such as dealing with loans, 
etc.) should be included. 

  Support common land products and 
producers in three ways: fi rst, to de-
velop markets for “common land prod-
ucts”, as a premium product with values 
obtained with minimal inputs according 
to smart agriculture concept. Second, 
to put fair trading practices in place to 
ensure that farmers have some infl u-
ence in the supply chain and get a fair 
price for their produce. And third the 
promotion of new collaborative produc-
tion schemes where consumers and 
producers work together such as the so-
called Community Supported Agriculture 
(CSA)54

  Support innovative ways to farm com-
mon land, diversify activity and promote 
participatory farming and innovative 
land-sharing measures that enable 
young farmers to access land and es-
tablish themselves. CAP funds could 
be allocated as a kind of solidarity fund 

53 Berastegui, et al., 2018
54 https://www.ifoam.bio/en/community-supported-

agriculture-csa

to assist young people to acquire land 
to start a farming career. This public 
fund could be complemented with some 
private “solidarity investment fund”, 
enabling savers to invest their funds in a 
socially-responsible manner to support 
these projects for young farmers, as 
proposed by the European Parliament55.

  Land Management Contracts (LMC), as 
an instrument to involve farmers in ter-
ritorial management through a contract 
between the farmer and the administra-
tion. This is a model for the payment for 
delivery of public services, moving away 
from the concept of subsidy and with 
fl exibility to be adapted to the diversity 
of diff erent farming contexts. The LMCs 
will b one of the key tools in the new 
British Agriculture policy if the UK fi nally 
leaves the EU56. Countryside/Farming 
Stewardship Schemes could also be an-
other model to reward the provision of 
public services using the CAP57.

  Commons can also help the CAP to 
comply with other EU policies and strat-
egies related to land and nature (such 
as Habitats, Birds, Water Framework 
and Floods Directives; Biodiversity and 
Green Infrastructure Strategies…) and 
also with international commitments 
such as the UN Biodiversity Convention 
Aichi Biodiversity Targets (e.g.: A1, B7, 
C11, C13, C14, D15 and of course E18 
and E1958), most of the Sustainable 
Development Goals and climate change 
commitments. For example, the ICCA 

55 European Parliament, 2017
56 CLA, 2018
57 See some examples in UK https://enrd.

ec.europa.eu/sites/enrd/fi les/uploaded-fi les/
s2_ws5_hart.pdf and Spain https://www.gob-
menorca.com/etiquetes/custodia

58 See full list of Aichi Biodiversity targets at https://
www.cbd.int/sp/targets/



The Commons and the European Union Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)

32

Consortium has published a report 
on “The Contribution of Indigenous 
Peoples and Local Community 
Conserved Territories and Areas to the 
Aichi Targets”59. Commons systems 
are also an opportunity to strengthen 
FAO´s commitment to agroecology.

6. RECOMMENDATIONS & 
CONCLUSIONS

Greater stakeholder participation is essential 
to ensure support for commons systems and 
the services they deliver through the CAP. 
The initiative and action of communities and 
the involvement of commoners will be cru-
cial to infl uence the current and future CAP 
negotiations and the application of the new 
policy at national level. In fact, this is the way 
to build a proper bottom-up approach, so es-
sential in policy making processes. In turn, 
it will also contribute to address the CAP’s 

59 Kothari & Neumann(coords.), 2014

traditional lack of transparency, which allows 
powerful lobbies to infl uence and dominate 
the discourse and the results of our public 
policy. 

In order to achieve this, some proposals for 
argumentation and strategic action plan are 
suggested.

  Promote the idea of “public money for 
public services” as central for the CAP, 
and that only the agriculture systems 
that provide them should be rewarded. 
Accordingly, advocate for the support of 
innovative solutions in the CAP: collec-
tive and multi-actor approaches, Land 
Management Contracts, solidarity inves-
tment funds, Countryside Stewardship, 
etc. A transition to results-based pay-
ments is necessary for rewarding public 
services provision, and, as mentioned 
previously, pilot results-based sche-
mes are being already testing on the 
ground60.

  Strengthen the principle of ‘no 

60 See note 50
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backsliding’ on environmental quality 
with the requirement to maintain a share 
of support for climate and socio-envi-
ronmental objectives coherent with CAP 
objectives and EU commitments.

  Gather information and mapping of 
current communal systems in the EU, 
as this information is now scattered, in-
suffi  cient and not always well organized. 
This would be the basic information for 
then analysing the priority targets and 
actions for any ‘Commons & CAP’ stra-
tegy. The CBI Commons Strategy could 
be the proper framework for the ILC. 

  Develop solid economic arguments to 
support communal systems and their 
role as providers of ecosystems servi-
ces and public goods to help fi ght cu-
rrent socio-economic and environmental 
challenges. Arguments should also be 
developed which link the CAP with the 
health, well-being and quality of life of 
people living in both rural and urban 
communities. Priority issues to address 
include pollution of water bodies or soil 
degradation and the enhancement of 
rural community services in order to 
attract new population. The new CAP 
should also respect and promote econo-
mic, social and cultural diversity so that 
harmonization of European agriculture 
is not done at the expense of “simplifi -
cation” (elimination) of social diversity 
and cultural heritage.

  Eff orts should be made to broaden the 
CAP´s “single farmer orientation” and 
promote the visibility of shared agricultu-
re and land management systems, whe-
ther traditional or newly created. The 
recognition of community-based conser-
vation and governance areas in the EU 
would be of great assistance and also 
the promotion of new approaches such 
as Community Supported Agriculture 

(CSA)61. 

  Develop a twofold communication stra-
tegy targeting: the general public, to sti-
mulate a wide and open debate on what 
CAP we want; and public authorities, to 
demand a legitimate CAP that integra-
tes environmental and climate policies 
and primarily addresses the economy 
for the common good. Messages should 
be scientifi cally and technically well 
founded but also they should appeal 
to people´s emotions and values. It 
will be very important to “decode” the 
CAP and make it understandable. 
When faced with the complexity of the 
CAP the best strategy is to ask simple 
questions to expose its ineffi  ciency and 
contradictions.

A robust and active civil society is the 
key for change. Forming and consolidating 
alliances with other civil society groups at 
all possible levels (national, European and 
international) would allow pressure to be put 
on policy makers to ensure that they off er ef-
fective engagement of civil society, both in 
contributing to the design and in monitoring 
the progress of CAP Strategic Plans. Also it 
would draw in a wider range of stakeholders 
to enrich the debate and push for a higher 
level of ambition.

An organised lobby, advocacy and action 
strategy in coordination with allies will be 
the way to drive forward changes. This is al-
ready under way, with the Living Land62 and 
Good Food/Good Farming63 campaigns be-
ing two examples which could benefi t from, 
and give support to, arguments in favour 

61 CSAs are partnerships of mutual commitment 
between farmers and a community of support-
ers/consumers. See https://www.ifoam.bio/en/
community-supported-agriculture-csa

62 https://www.living-land.org/
63 https://www.goodfoodgoodfarming.eu/
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of commons-based production. One of the 
central proposals is that agroecology should 
become the central element in the Common 
Agricultural Policy, based on a payment sys-
tem for environmental services which would 
compensate farmers for providing a service, 
rather than basing payments simply on the 
farmed surface area, as is the case at present. 
In this his way, the Common Agricultural 
Policy would be transformed into a mecha-
nism by which payments for environmental 
services could become an economic stimulus 
and would give rise to a transition that meets 
the expectations of Europe’s citizens64.

European civil society is already demanding 
change in our food production and governance 
of natural resources. The EU Commission 
public consultation in 2017 on the Future of 
the CAP65 showed that European citizens 
consider that “helping farmers and protect-
ing the environment should be the two main 
goals of the CAP”, and from 322,000 submis-
sions more than 250,000 participated through 
the Living Land Platform.

A recent opinion poll for the European 
Elections shows that for more than 80% of 
potential voters, producing food in a healthy 
and sustainable way, cutting the use of pes-
ticides and antibiotics in food and stopping 
those who are destroying our wildlife are im-
portant reasons in their voting choices66.

The market is also giving similar signs 
through the rise in world organic production 
and demand, with the organic farming area 
reaching an all-time high with nearly 70 mil-

64 Heinrich Böll Foundation, 2019. p. 56-57
65 See http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-17-

1939_en.htm
66 https://www.seo.org/wp-content/up-

loads/2019/04/European-Parliament-Study_Me-
dia_SPAIN_SEOBirdLife_OK.pdf

lion hectares67. In the EU, the area under or-
ganic production increased by 70% in the last 
decade and organic retail sales reached EUR 
34 billion in 201768. 

It seems that a paradigm change is on its way 
and the road is clear to drive change forward. 
Commons systems are already well-placed 
as they are already able to deliver what is 
increasingly demanded by society. Adjusting 
the CAP to this new reality and fi ne tuning its 
detailed measures is with no doubt a neces-
sary next step in this collective construction 
process.

67 FiBl & INFOAM, 2019
68 https://ec.europa.eu/info/news/organics-sector-

rise-both-domestic-production-and-imports-see-
large-increases-2019-mar-07_en
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