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Executive summary

Pollinators transfer pollen from male to female structures of flowers, enabling
fertilisation and reproduction of plants. They increase the quantity and quality of food,
and ultimately secure our food supply. Wild pollinators in the EU are declining in
abundance and diversity under the increasing threat from human activity, in particular
conversion to intensive agriculture and the use of pesticides and fertilisers.

The Commission has put in place measures affecting wild pollinators in the areas of
the environment, pesticides, agriculture, cohesion, and research and innovation. In
June 2018, the Commission published the Pollinators Initiative, which includes a list of
actions to tackle the main threats to wild pollinators.

We chose to carry out an audit on the Commission’s approach to protect wild
pollinators to contribute to legislative updates in the areas of biodiversity, agriculture
and pesticides planned in the period 2021-2022.

Our audit examined whether the Commission has taken a consistent approach to
the protection of wild pollinators in the EU. We assessed the extent to which the
Commission’s framework for wild pollinators helped to stop the decline in their
number and diversity, and whether the Commission used biodiversity conservation
measures, and measures available in the common agricultural policy and the pesticide
legislation to address the need to protect wild pollinators.

We found that overall the Commission had not taken a consistent approach to the
protection of wild pollinators in the EU. We identified gaps in key EU policies
addressing the main threats to wild pollinators, and considered that the Pollinators
Initiative does not have the tools and mechanisms to address those gaps.

Based on our findings, we make recommendations to help the Commission:

Assess the need for specific measures for wild pollinators in the follow-up actions
and measures for the EU biodiversity strategy to 2030;

Better integrate actions to protect wild pollinators in EU policy instruments
addressing biodiversity conservation and agriculture;

Improve the protection of wild pollinators in the pesticides risk assessment
process.



Introduction

Pollinators are animals that transfer pollen from male to female structures of
flowers, enabling fertilisation and reproduction of plants. In Europe, pollinators are

primarily insects, such as bees (including bumble bees, honey bees and solitary species

of bees), wasps, hoverflies, butterflies, moths, beetles and other fly species. Most

insect pollinators are wild species, but some are reared for their economic value (see
Figure 1).

Figure 1 — Pollinators in the EU
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Pollinators are essential for nature and for mankind. In the EU, nearly four-fifths
of temperate wildflowers and crops depend to various extents on insect pollination. An
EU financed project estimated the yearly contribution of insect pollinators to European
agriculture at around €15 billion®. Pollinators increase the quantity and quality of food,
and ultimately secure our food supply?.

In recent decades, wild pollinators in the EU have declined in abundance and
diversity. In 2016, the global assessment of the status of pollinators® concluded that
wild pollinators are decreasing under the increasing threat from human activity,
including climate change. A 2019 worldwide assessment report on insects* confirmed a
negative trend in the number of insects in general, with over 40 % of insect species
threatened with extinction. The most affected insect species are butterflies, moths,
bees and beetles.

In 2020, the World Economic Forum® placed loss of biodiversity among the top
five long-term global risks. It saw a decline of pollinators leading to a shift in crop
cultivation from nutrient-rich food crops (fruits, vegetables and nuts — all of which
require pollinators) to energy-dense, nutrient-poor staple crops (for example rice,
corn, wheat, soybean and potatoes). A loss of habitat from conversion to intensive
agriculture, and the use of pesticides and fertilisers are among the main causes of
decline, set out in Figure 2.
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Figure 2 — Impact of different pressures on pollinators
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The EU biodiversity strategy to 2020° sets out the European framework for
priority action on biodiversity, which includes wild pollinators. In addition, the
Commission has put in place measures affecting wild pollinators under existing policies
and legislation in the areas of the environment, pesticides, agriculture, cohesion, and
research and innovation (see Figure 3). Most of these measures are indirect and focus
on the protection or creation of habitats considered to be beneficial to pollinators, on
providing food resources, or on the control of invasive alien species. Some direct
measures refer strictly to the honey bee, as a managed pollinator.

¢ Communication from the European Commission to the European Parliament, the Council,

the Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions “Our life insurance,
our natural capital: an EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020”, COM/2011/0244 final.


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0244
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:52011DC0244

Figure 3 — Key Commission responsibilities for legislation, policies and
initiatives
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06 inJune 2018, the Commission published the “EU Pollinators Initiative”” (the
Pollinators Initiative) in the form of a Commission communication, accompanied by a
Staff Working Document. The Pollinators Initiative, which has no legal force,
acknowledged the severe decline in the abundance and diversity of wild insect
pollinators in the EU, and the need for EU action to address this problem. It also set

7 Communication from the Commission to the European Parliament, the Council, the

European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions,
COM/2018/395 final, 1 June 2018.


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52018DC0395
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/en/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52018DC0395

out a list of actions for the period up to 2020 aimed at contributing to three long-term
objectives:

— improving scientific knowledge about pollinator decline,
— tackling the main threats to pollinators, and
— improving collaboration between the parties concerned.

The actions proposed to tackle the main threats to wild pollinators focus on the
conservation of habitats, including agricultural and urban habitats, and the reduction
of the impact of pesticides and of invasive alien species.

At the end of 2019, the Commission presented the European Green Deal?, a
package of measures to support Europe’s transition to sustainable development and
carbon neutrality by 2050. This seeks to preserve the EU’s natural capital.

Following increasing public awareness of the decline of insect pollinators, citizens
launched in 2019 a European initiative on the protection of bees®. Specifically, this
initiative asked the Commission to phase out the use of pesticides in EU agriculture,
and to support farmers to transition to sustainable farming practices. According to a
roadmap published in January 2020'°, leading scientists see reducing pesticide use and
diversifying landscapes as tools to conserve and restore insect populations. They
stressed the urgency of the situation, stating that there is enough information on some
of the main causes of insect decline to formulate solutions immediately.

8 Commission Communication to the European Parliament, the European Council, The

Council, The European Economic and Social Committee and the Committee of the Regions
“The European Green Deal”, COM/2019/640 final.

° European Citizens’ Initiative “Save bees and farmers! Towards a bee-friendly agriculture for

a healthy environment”, 30 September 2019.

19 Harvey, J.A., Heinen, R., Armbrecht, I. et al., “International scientists formulate a roadmap
for insect conservation and recovery”, Nature Ecology & Evolution, 6 January 2020.


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=COM%3A2019%3A640%3AFIN
http://www.savebeesandfarmers.eu/
http://www.savebeesandfarmers.eu/
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338413795_International_scientists_formulate_a_roadmap_for_insect_conservation_and_recovery
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/338413795_International_scientists_formulate_a_roadmap_for_insect_conservation_and_recovery
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Audit scope and approach

We decided to carry out an audit on EU action addressing the decline of wild
pollinators, in the light of the increasing importance of the problem, taking into
account the Commission communication on wild pollinators (see paragraph 06). We
chose to carry out the audit now to contribute to the preparation and discussion of the
list of actions planned for 2021 for the new EU biodiversity strategy to 2030, to the
assessment framework for the Member States” Common Agricultural Policy (CAP)
strategic plans for the 2022-2027 period, and to the review of the risk assessment
methodology in relation to the impact of pesticides on bees.

Our main audit question was: “Has the Commission taken a consistent approach
to the protection of wild pollinators in the EU?” In order to answer this question, we
examined whether the Commission has put in place a framework for wild pollinators
that:

(1) helped to stop the decline in their number and diversity;

(2) enabled it to coordinate biodiversity conservation and agriculture policy measures
to protect them;

(3) included and applied safeguards for pollinators in the pesticides legislation.

In the course of our audit we:

collected audit evidence through a review of legislation, strategic and guidance
documents, and relevant evaluations and reports;

sent questionnaires to and conducted interviews with staff from four Commission
directorates (Directorate-General for Environment, Directorate-General for
Agriculture and Rural Development, Directorate-General for Health and Food
Safety, and Directorate-General for Research and Innovation) and the European
Food Safety Authority;

surveyed five relevant European organisations representing producers and non-
governmental organisations (BirdLife, the Committee of Professional Agricultural
Organisations-General Confederation of Agricultural Cooperatives, the European
Crop Protection Association, Pollinis and PanEurope), and consulted scientific
experts to obtain a sound understanding of the risks, and confirm our findings.
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We focused our work on biodiversity conservation, agriculture and the use of
pesticides (see paragraph 04). We excluded measures specifically addressing the
impact of environmental pollution and climate change, and the control of invasive
alien species. We also excluded measures directly addressing the health of honey bees
and the beekeeping sector (see Figure 3), as they refer solely to managed pollinators.
We focused on action and measures taken by the Commission, and did not visit
Member States or verify national measures. This audit complements and was carried
out in coordination with our work on farmland biodiversity, plant protection products,
Natura 2000 and climate change''.

11 Biodiversity on farmland: CAP contribution has not halted the decline (special
report 13/2020), Sustainable use of plant protection products: limited progress in
measuring and reducing risks (special report 05/2020), More efforts needed to implement
the Natura 2000 network to its full potential (special report 01/2017).
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Observations

The EU framework involves the EU biodiversity strategy to 2020, a Commission
communication that was endorsed by the Council and the Parliament, and the
Pollinators Initiative, a Commission communication. We examined the way in which
these affected the protection and conservation of wild pollinators.

The EU biodiversity strategy to 2020 does not include specific actions for
wild pollinators

The EU biodiversity strategy to 2020 aims to halt the loss of biodiversity and
ecosystem services in the EU. In 2011, the Commission adopted the strategy for the
period up to 2020. According to the Commission, four out of the six targets set in the
strategy indirectly benefit wild pollinators in the EU (see Box 1).
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The EU biodiversity strategy to 2020 includes six targets to halt biodiversity loss
and the degradation of ecosystem services:

(1) Fully implementing the nature Directives (Habitats and Birds Directives);
(2) Maintaining and enhancing ecosystems and their services;

(3) Increasing the contribution of agriculture and forestry to biodiversity;
(4) Ensuring the sustainable use of fisheries resources;

(5) Combating invasive alien species;

(6) Stepping-up action to tackle the global biodiversity crisis.

The Commission considered targets 1, 2, 3 and 5 to be beneficial for wild insect
pollinators and their ecosystem services in the EU.

The 2015 mid-term review of the strategy'? concluded that biodiversity loss and
the degradation of ecosystem services in the EU have continued since 2010, and
mentioned pollination as one of the most degraded ecosystem services, particularly in
woodland and forests, heathland and shrubs, and grasslands. Of the four targets
considered beneficial for wild pollinators, the review reported that target 5 was on
track with implementation. The remaining three registered progress at insufficient rate
(targets 1 and 2) or did not register significant progress (target 3).

In its 2019 report on the state of the European environment, the EEA said that
nine of the 13 specific policy objectives set for 2020 in the area of protecting,
conserving and enhancing European biodiversity and nature will largely not be on track
in 2020*2. The nine targets included the EU protected species and habitats, the
common species (birds and butterflies), and the ecosystem condition and services,
addressed in the EU biodiversity strategy to 2020. The Commission is currently

12 Report from the Commission to the European Parliament and the Council “The Mid-Term
Review of The EU Biodiversity Strategy to 2020”, COM/2015/0478 final, 2 October 2015.

13 EEA, “The European environment - state and outlook 2020”, full report, Table ES.1
Summary of past trends, outlooks and prospects of meeting policy objectives/targets, p. 12.


https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52015DC0478
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52015DC0478
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/soer-2020
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conducting an evaluation of the strategy, and plans to publish the report at the end of
2020.

In the absence of data for other insect species, monitoring data available for
butterflies can provide information on the status of many other insects in the EU.
EU Member States collect data for 17 grassland butterfly species under the European
butterfly monitoring scheme. The European Environment Agency (EEA) uses this data
to calculate the European grassland butterfly index. The index shows that since 1990
the population of monitored butterflies has declined by 39 %, indicating a considerable
loss, though the situation has apparently stabilised since 2013 (see Figure 4).

Figure 4 — Grassland Butterfly Index, 1990-2017
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Source: ECA based on EEA data.

The Pollinators Initiative did not lead to changes in key policies and
measures

In 2018, the Commission recognised the need for EU action to address the decline
in wild pollinators through a Commission communication on wild pollinators (see
paragraph 06). The Pollinators Initiative mainly aimed to increase the efficiency of
existing tools, policies and legislation in the areas of the environment, pesticides,
agriculture, cohesion, and research and innovation. Since the Pollinators Initiative is a
Commission communication, it did not establish a legal framework for the protection
and restoration of wild insect pollinators in the EU nor trigger the allocation of specific
financial resources.
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The Pollinators initiative focused on three drivers of pollinator decline, for which

it defined specific actions:

the loss of habitats in urban and agricultural landscapes;
the use of pesticides;

invasive alien species.

The list of actions did not include measures on other direct threats identified by the

IPBES report (see Figure 5). According to the communication, other dedicated EU

policies and actions outside the initiative address some of these drivers (such as

climate change). In certain areas, for example light pollution, the Commission could

not propose measures due to the scarce research into this area at that time. Pressures

caused by pollinators’ diseases are mostly relevant for managed pollinators, and

therefore not included.

Figure 5 — Drivers of pollinators’ decline
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The Pollinators Initiative included 31 actions:
— 10 on improving knowledge about pollinators and their decline,
— 14 addressing three of the main drivers of decline, and
— seven on raising public awareness about this issue.

Nine of the 14 actions proposed to tackle the main drivers of pollinators’ decline
focused on existing policies and measures in the areas of biodiversity and nature
conservation, agriculture and pesticides (actions 4A-4C, 5A-5C, 7A-7C). These actions
did not lead to changes in these policies and measures. In some cases, the Commission
had already carried out the action before the list of actions was published (see Box 2).

Action 4C requires Member States to define priority measures for pollinator
species and habitats in their prioritized action frameworks for the
management of Natura 2000 sites. The Commission and Member States
developed the 2021-2027 template for these frameworks in 2018 without
including such a request (see paragraph 29).

Action 5C asks Member States to consider the protection of pollinators in
their 2022-2027 CAP strategic plans, and the Commission to include a
pollinator indicator in the performance and monitoring framework of the
CAP. The Commission did not include any references to pollinators in their
post-2020 CAP legislative proposals published in June 2018. Member States
are currently preparing CAP strategic plans without any guidance on the
integration of pollinator considerations.

Action 7C requires the Commission to ban all outdoor uses of three
neonicotinoids. The ban was already in force from May 2018, before the
publication of the Pollinators Initiative. Including this action in the plan did
not bring any added value.

The Pollinators Initiative lacks governance and control mechanisms

The Directorate-General for the Environment (DG Environment) leads the overall
implementation of the Pollinators Initiative, and is directly responsible for 24 out of
31 actions. The Directorate-General for Health and Food Safety (DG SANTE) should
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carry out four actions, and Member States the remaining three actions. Other
Commission directorates'* co-lead or are consulted.

The Commission designated an official in DG Environment to work full time on
the Pollinators Initiative. It estimated that staff in DG SANTE involved in actions related
to the protection of pollinators from the use of pesticides contributed also one full
time equivalent. We found that the Commission did not set up clear roles and
responsibilities for the Commission directorates involved. At the date of our audit, the
Commission had not organised progress meetings with relevant stakeholders nor
defined monitoring and reporting arrangements to review the progress of the actions.
There are no targets or criteria defined to assess whether the actions achieved their
objectives.

We examined the safeguards for wild insect pollinators in the EU biodiversity
conservation measures and the CAP. With respect to biodiversity conservation, we
examined the Habitats Directive, including the monitoring of species in Natura 2000
sites. For the CAP, we analysed the main measures with environmental objectives,
both carried out in the 2014-2020 period and proposed for 2021-2027.

The Commission did not use some of the options available in biodiversity
conservation measures

In 1964, the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) introduced
the red list of threatened species. Red lists are inventories of the conservation status
of biological species. The Commission funded the creation of a European red list for
butterflies in 2010 and one for bees in 2014'°. These two assessments tell us that
there are around 1 900 bee species and 421 butterfly species in the EU. For example,
659 bees species are classified as least concerned, and six as threatened with
extinction. However, there is no information available on the conservation status for
1 048 bee species (see Figure 6). According to the IUCN assessment process, red lists

4 DG Agriculture and Rural Development, DG Health and Food Safety, DG Research and

Innovation, the Joint Research Centre, and DG International Cooperation and Development.

5 Vvan Swaay C. et al., “European Red List of Butterflies”, 2010, Publication Office of the
European Union. Nieto A. at al., “European Red List of Bees”, 2014, Publication Office of the
European Union.


https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/redlist/downloads/European_butterflies.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/redlist/downloads/European_bees.pdf
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expire after 10 years, and, in the absence of updates, red lists cannot be used as
indicators of trends over time. The Commission informed us that it intends to update
the two red lists and publish new red lists for hoverflies and moths.

Figure 6 — Conservation status of bees and butterflies in the EU
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Critically Endangered ‘ . Near Threatened
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Data Deficient
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Source: ECA based on the European red lists for bees and butterflies.

The Commission and Member States carry out the EU policy for the preservation
of biodiversity through the Habitats and Birds Directives, also referred to as the Nature
Directives. Since 1992, the Habitats Directive'® aims to promote the conservation of
rare, threatened or endemic habitats, animal species and plant species. The Directive
includes 56 species of wild insect pollinators. 42 are butterfly species, and the rest are
moths and beetles. Of the 11 butterfly species identified in the red list as being
critically endangered and endangered in the EU (without Croatia), four are protected
by the Habitats Directive. The Directive does not include any of the 52 critically

16 Council Directive 92/43/EEC of 21 May 1992 on the conservation of natural habitats and of
wild fauna and flora (OJ L 206, 22.7.1992, p. 7).
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endangered and endangered bee species, impacting the monitoring and financing
options available for their protection.

The Habitats Directive requires Member States to report to the Commission every
six years on the implementation of the conservation measures put in place under the
Habitats Directive'’, including information on the conservation status of the habitats
and species protected. Hence, information on the wild insect pollinators covered by
the Directive is available every six years through this exercise. The EEA compiles the
data reported by Member States and summarises it in the state of nature report. The
most recent report available at the time of our audit, published in 20154, did not
include any reference to the conservation status of the butterflies, moths or beetles
protected. The report quoted an independent study on butterflies in six EU countries
and regions, conducted outside the Natura 2000 sites, which concluded that butterflies
in protected areas are declining at the same rate as butterflies outside protected
areas’’. The report also stated that Natura 2000 sites have a positive impact on the
abundance of specialist species of butterflies.

Since 2008, the Commission has developed EU action plans for selected species
and habitats to assist Member States in their conservation. For example, in 2012, the
Commission published an EU action plan for a critically endangered butterfly species,
the Danube clouded yellow butterfly, setting out dedicated conservation and
restoration actions to be carried out by Member States on a voluntary basis. We found
that the EU action plan had no impact on the decline of this butterfly species. In 2018,
the Danube yellow clouded butterfly had a poor conservation status in the EU (see
Box 3).

7 Article 17 of Council Directive 92/43/EEC.

18 EEA, “State of nature in the EU — Results from reporting under the nature directives 2007-
2012”, Technical report no 2/2015, 2015.

19 Pellissier, V. et al., “The impact of Natura 2000 on non-target species, assessment using
volunteer-based biodiversity monitoring”, EEA — European Topic Centre on Biological
Diversity, Technical paper no 4/2014, 2014.


https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/state-of-nature-in-the-eu/at_download/file
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/state-of-nature-in-the-eu/at_download/file
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Douglas_Evans2/publication/321034420_The_impact_of_Natura_2000_on_non-target_species_assessment_using_volunteer-based_biodiversity_monitoring/links/5a09967ca6fdcc8b5476ef6b/The-impact-of-Natura-2000-on-non-target-species-assessment-using-volunteer-based-biodiversity-monitoring.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Douglas_Evans2/publication/321034420_The_impact_of_Natura_2000_on_non-target_species_assessment_using_volunteer-based_biodiversity_monitoring/links/5a09967ca6fdcc8b5476ef6b/The-impact-of-Natura-2000-on-non-target-species-assessment-using-volunteer-based-biodiversity-monitoring.pdf
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The Danube clouded yellow butterfly is the single critically endangered butterfly
species included in the Habitats Directive and the European red list of butterflies.
Since 2012, an EU specific action plan’® has addressed the decline of this butterfly,
in addition to the conservation and restoration measures included by Member
States in the management of the Natura 2000 sites. The Commission does not
allocate specific financial resources to Member States to carry out EU species
action plans.

The action plan required Member States to put in place a set of actions listed in
this EU plan, and set up additional specific monitoring arrangements for the
Danube clouded yellow butterfly. To date, the Commission has not assessed the
actions carried out by the Member States nor their specific monitoring
arrangements.

In 2018, according to data available for Natura 2000 sites, the conservation status
of this butterfly remained inadequate or poor in seven out of the 11 Member
States where the butterfly was reported as being present. The status was
unknown in the other four?*.

In October 2019, the Commission published the first action plan for the
maintenance and restoration of a habitat: semi-natural calcareous grasslands and
scrublands. The EU action plan recognised this habitat as being highly important for
wild pollinator species, and included their preservation in its general objectives. The
Commission did not define specific actions or measures to achieve that objective, and
did not mention any monitoring and evaluation requirements.

The multi-annual prioritised action frameworks (PAFs) are strategic planning tools
to manage Natura 2000 sites. Member States describe their biodiversity and nature
conservation needs, measures to address them and financing requirements in the
PAFs. According to the Habitats Directive, Member States should send updated PAFs to
the Commission every seven years, in line with the Commission’s financial framework.
According to the Pollinators Initiative, Member States should address measures for
important pollinator habitats in the PAFs. The Commission and the Member States

20 European Commission, “Action Plan for the Conservation of the Danube Clouded Yellow

Colias myrmidone in the European Union”, 13 April 2012.

21 Data available at https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/biodiversity/state-of-nature-in-the-

eu/article-17-national-summary-dashboards/conservation-status-and-trends.


https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/action_plans/pdf/EUSAP_Colias_myrmidone.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/environment/nature/conservation/species/action_plans/pdf/EUSAP_Colias_myrmidone.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/biodiversity/state-of-nature-in-the-eu/article-17-national-summary-dashboards/conservation-status-and-trends
https://www.eea.europa.eu/themes/biodiversity/state-of-nature-in-the-eu/article-17-national-summary-dashboards/conservation-status-and-trends
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validated the 2021-2027 PAF template in April 2018, without adding any requirements
for pollinators.

One of the objectives of the EU’s funding instrument for the environment and
climate action (LIFE) is to contribute to the development and execution of EU policies
in the area of nature and biodiversity, including conserving and restoring populations
of species listed in the Habitats Directive. Member States and the Commission co-fund
specific projects in the LIFE Programme??. Around a quarter of LIFE projects focus on
habitats. According to the Commission, addressing the conservation needs of
pollinators through habitats is likely to be more effective and cost-efficient overall
compared to other approaches. Since the focus of these projects is not on pollinators,
the Commission does not always monitor or assesses their impact on pollinator
species. Only 22 of the 5065 LIFE projects funded in the 1992-2018 period aimed
specifically to protect and restore pollinator populations and pollination services.

Since 2018, the LIFE programme can fund projects focusing on species classified
as critically endangered or endangered in the European or international red lists. At
the time of our audit, no project sought to protect threatened bees and butterflies not
listed in the Habitats Directive.

The CAP does not include specific legal provisions for wild pollinators

Almost half of EU territory is covered by agricultural land. The EEA has concluded
that “since the 1950s, traditional farm management, which favoured a range of
landscapes, habitats and plant and animal species, was replaced by a rapid
industrialisation of agriculture characterised by a wide-spread intensification of
farming methods”?3. Intensive agriculture is a driver of pollinators’ decline?*. Around
38 % of the overall EU budget for 2014-2020 allocated to supporting agriculture, and
the CAP has been “particularly influential in shaping European landscapes and the
nature they contain”?°. Several instruments in the 2014-2020 CAP aim to protect and
improve biodiversity (see Figure 3), in particular cross-compliance, the greening

22 Regulation (EU) No 1293/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council on the
establishment of a Programme for the Environment and Climate Action (LIFE) (OJ L 347,
20.12.2013, p. 185).

23 EEA, SOER 2015, Agriculture Briefing, 15 November 2016.

24 |PBES, “The assessment report of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on

Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services on pollinators, pollination and food production”, 2016.

% EEA, SOER 2020, Chapter 13 “Environmental pressures and sectors”, p. 295.


https://www.eea.europa.eu/soer-2015/europe/agriculture
https://ipbes.net/sites/default/files/downloads/pdf/2017_pollination_full_report_book_v12_pages.pdf
https://ipbes.net/sites/default/files/downloads/pdf/2017_pollination_full_report_book_v12_pages.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/soer-2020

22

payment scheme and the agri-environment-climate measures. But no specific legal
provisions protect wild pollinators.

Cross-compliance provides a link between CAP payments and the farmers’
compliance with basic requirements (statutory management requirements, SMRs,
which apply to all farmers whether they receive EU funding or not), and with standards
of good agricultural and environmental conditions (GAECs, which do not apply to
farmers in the Small Farmers Schemes)?®. SMRs related to the environment stem from
legal obligations in the Nature and Water Directives’’. GAECs aim to ensure that
farmers protect the soil, water, landscape features, habitats and wildlife on farmland.
For our recent assessment of the effects of cross-compliance on farmland biodiversity
see Box 4.

% Annex Il, Regulation (EU) No 1306/2013 of 17 December 2013 of the European Parliament
and of the Council on the financing, management and monitoring of the common
agricultural policy and repealing Council Regulations (EEC) No 352/78, (EC) No 165/94, (EC)
No 2799/98, (EC) No 814/2000, (EC) No 1290/2005 and (EC) No 485/2008 (OJ L 347,
20.12.2013, p. 549).

27" Council Directive 91/676/EEC of 12 December 1991 concerning the protection of waters
against pollution caused by nitrates from agricultural sources (0OJ L 375, 31.12.1991, p. 1).
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The SMR component of cross-compliance did not provide farmers with additional
incentives to maintain and enhance farmland biodiversity, as these requirements
replicate existing rules.

GAEC standards referring to the establishment of buffer strips along watercourses
(GAEC 1), minimum soil cover (GAEC 4), land management to limit soil erosion
(GAEC 5), maintenance of soil organic matter level (GAEC 6), and the retention of
landscape features (GAEC 7) have the greatest potential in terms of supporting
agricultural biodiversity, but the legislative framework gives Member States a high
degree of flexibility to define their content. In most cases, paying agencies check
between 1 % and 2 % of farms subject to a specific GAEC standard, and impose
penalties for around 1 % of those checked.

The report concluded that certain cross-compliance standards could make a
significant contribution to biodiversity, but these standards provide weak
incentives. Neither the Commission nor the Member States have measured the
impact of cross-compliance on biodiversity.

The Commission introduced the greening payment in 2013 to enhance the CAP’s
environmental performance through three farming practices that farmers must comply
with: crop diversification (farmers with more than 10 hectares of arable land),
maintenance of permanent grassland or ecological focus areas (EFAs — farmers with
more than 15 hectares of arable land). In 2017, the ECA published a report on
greening’®. The report concluded that due to the low requirements of greening, the
measure did not lead to significant changes in management practices. Our report on
farmland biodiversity further found that biodiversity benefits little from greening (see
Box 5).

28 ECA special report 21/2017 “Greening: a more complex income support scheme, not yet
environmentally effective”.


https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR17_21/SR_GREENING_EN.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/Lists/ECADocuments/SR17_21/SR_GREENING_EN.pdf
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The potential of EFAs to deliver biodiversity benefits depends on the types of EFA
implemented and how farmers manage them. Member States and farmers
typically favour low-impact options such as catch or nitrogen-fixing crops.

Overall, the report concluded that biodiversity benefits little from greening, and
that greening has triggered few changes in farming practices.

According to the evaluation of the greening measure published by the
Commission in 2017%°, EFAs have the greatest potential to provide food resources and
nesting ground for wild pollinators. The report stated that the most beneficial EFA
types are the nitrogen-fixing crops, catch and cover crops (depending on farming
practices, see paragraph 36), fallow land, landscape features (hedgerows and wooded
strips, and tree groups), field margins and buffer strips. As recommended by the
Parliament, in 2018 the legislator introduced two new EFA types specifically referring
to plant species beneficial for pollinators: land lying fallow for melliferous plants
(pollen and nectar rich plants) and the cup plant (Silphium perfoliatum)=°.

The CAP defined 13 EFA options®' from which Member States could choose. In
2018, most Member States opted for catch and cover crops, nitrogen-fixing crops and
land lying fallow, representing 96 % of the total agricultural land declared as EFA (see
Figure 7). As in the case of GAECs, the impact of these EFAs on pollinators depends on
the management requirements and conditions established by the Member States
(such as location, cutting and harvesting dates, and the use of pesticides and

2% European Commission, “Evaluation study of the payment for agricultural practices

beneficial for the climate and the environment”, 2017.

30 Regulation (EU) 2017/2393 of the European Parliament and of the Council of
13 December 2017 amending Regulations (EU) No 1305/2013, (EU) No 1306/2013, (EU)
No 1307/2013, (EU) No 1308/2013 and (EU) No 652/2014 (OJ L 350, 29.12.2017, p. 15).

31 Regulation (EU) No 1307/2013 of the European Parliament and of the Council (OJ L 347,
20.12.2013, p. 608) and Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) No 639/2014 of
11 March 2014 supplementing Regulation (EU) No 1307/2013 of the European Parliament
and of the Council establishing rules for direct payments to farmers under support schemes
within the framework of the common agricultural policy and amending Annex X to that
Regulation (OJ L 181, 206.2014, p. 1).


https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/sites/agriculture/files/fullrep_en.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/sites/agriculture/files/fullrep_en.pdf
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fertilisers). For example, cutting catch, cover or nitrogen-fixing crops before or during
flowering has no benefits for pollinators. According to the Commission’s evaluation of
the greening measure, in the majority of cases farmers cut or plough in such crops
before they flower. Land lying fallow benefits pollinators when sown with wildflowers,
and leaving the soil bare has no benefit. The Commission did not define any specific
management requirements for land lying fallow, and Member States do not provide
information on how farmers manage land lying fallow.

In 2017, the Commission banned the use of pesticides on EFAs relating to land
lying fallow, including for melliferous plants and cup plant, catch crops, green cover
and nitrogen-fixing crops®2. Unless Member States have restricted pesticide use for
other EFAs, farmers may apply pesticides on field margins, buffer strips and other non-
productive landscape features.

Figure 7 — EFA options in the EU in 2018

Landscape features Catch crops

1.7% 50.9%
' Nitrogen-fixing crops
Buffer strips and 24.1%

field margins

Total area
for EFAs:

\ Land lying fallow
% 9 595 698 ha

Land lying fallow for
melliferous plants Other*

0.2%

*Other includes terraces, agroforestry, strips
along forest, short rotation coppice,
afforested areas, miscanthus and silphium

Source: ECA based on information from the Commission.

Member States can also use agri-environment-climate measures (AECMs) to
create conditions and habitats favourable to pollinators. AECMs provide payments to
farmers who voluntarily subscribe to environmental commitments of five to seven

32 Commission Delegated Regulation (EU) 2017/1155 of 15 February 2017 amending
Delegated Regulation (EU) No 639/2014 and amending Annex X to Regulation (EU)
No 1307/2013 (0OJ L 167, 30.6.2017, p. 1).
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years related to a wide range of environmental issues. According to a recent evaluation
of the impact of the CAP on biodiversity*?, targeted AECMs, such as maintaining
existing semi-natural habitats and landscape features, or creating new habitats, are the
most-beneficial CAP measures for wild pollinators. The evaluation also indicated that
the uptake of these measures by Member States and farmers would not be sufficient
to support the recovery of the wild populations of pollinators.

The 2021-2027 CAP legislative proposals introduce conditionality to replace
current greening and cross-compliance requirements. Conditionality sets out a set of
obligations that, under the Commission proposals, farmers receiving CAP payments
should fulfil. The proposals also introduce a new system of climate and environment
schemes (the eco-schemes). Member States must establish a list of eligible agricultural
practices beneficial to the climate and the environment for each eco-scheme proposed
to farmers, in line with one or more of the specific environmental objectives set at EU
level. Eco-schemes remain voluntary for the farmers. The Commission did not propose
major changes for AECMs in the 2021-2027 CAP legislative proposals (see Figure 8).

3 European Commission, “Evaluation of the impact of the CAP on habitats, landscapes and
biodiversity”, November 2019.



Figure 8 — CAP measures of potential benefit to wild pollinators in the

current and forthcoming periods

CAP measures (2014-2021)*

CAP measures (2022-2027)

Cross-compliance®*

#» GAEC Establishment of buffer strips along
water courses

*»  GAEC Minimum soil cover
# GAEC Retention of landscape features

Greening**

» Ecological focus areas (5 % of the arable land
if it is more than 15ha)

# Crop diversification (at least 2 different
crops for more than 10ha of arable land)

» Maintenance of permanent grassland and
designation of environmentally sensitive
permanent grassland

Rural development measures®**

»  Agri-environment-climate measures; Natura 2000

payments; Organic farming

* including tronsitional period
** not applicable to the small farmers scheme
*** grzezsed and approved by the Cammizsion

Source: ECA based on Commission information.

Conditionality***

» GAEC Establishment of buffer strips along
water courses

» GAEC Mo bare soil in most sensitive period(s)

* GAEC Minimum share of agricultural area
devoted to non-productive features or areas;
retention of landscape features

* GAEC Crop rotation

» GAEC Maintenance of permanent grassland

» GAEC Ban on converting or ploughing
permanent grassland in Matura 2000 sites

Eco-schemes®*?
Rural development measures®**

» Agri-environment-climate measures; Natura 2000
payments; Organic farming
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Under the Commission proposals, conditionality would not include the productive

EFAs (such as catch and cover crops, and nitrogen fixing crops) currently allowed as

meeting greening requirements, but it maintains the requirement for a minimum share

of non-productive areas and the retention of landscape features. In addition, the

thresholds for applying the greening requirements (such as a minimum of 15 ha of

arable land for EFAs) would no longer apply. The Commission has proposed that

Member States describe each GAEC in their CAP strategic plans, including a summary

of the farming practices, the territorial scope and the type of farmers concerned. The

Commission would have the responsibility to check the design of GAECs and eco-

schemes in Member States’ CAP strategic plans. Since the Commission did not include

the protection of pollinators or pollination services in the objectives of the eco-

schemes, there is no guarantee that Member States will define any specific schemes

relevant for wild pollinators in their CAP strategic plans.
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We examined whether the Commission had included provisions to protect wild
pollinators in the legislative framework regulating the use of pesticides in Europe. We
also checked whether the Commission had analysed the process of assessing the risk
of pesticides to wild pollinators to identify weaknesses in the process, and if it had
taken corrective action.

EU legislation on PPPs requires the protection of honey bees

Pesticides, referred to in the legislation as plant protection products (PPPs), are
used to prevent, destroy or control harmful organisms and diseases. They are used to
protect plants and plant products before, during and after harvesting. PPPs comprise
one or more active substances, which are responsible for the product’s effects.

Pollinators are frequently exposed to PPPs. PPPs can have a direct harmful effect
on pollinators when they come into direct contact with spray residue on plants or
contaminated dust, consume pollen and nectar containing residues of PPPs, drink
contaminated water or are exposed to contaminated material in their nests. PPPs can
have also an indirect harmful effect. For example, herbicides reduce both the quantity
and diversity of floral resources, with an important negative impact on the food supply
of pollinators. Pollinators depend upon the presence of a variety of flowering species
throughout the part of the year in which they are active. They may depend on specific
flowering species — and these may include plants that have no other value to farmers,
and are thus treated as undesirable weeds. How PPPs affect pollinators depends on
the products used, on the length of time the products persist in the environment, and
on where, when and how the products are applied. Figure 9 details how 