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Biodiversity on farmland continues to decline despite specific CAP 
measures, say Auditors 

The common agricultural policy (CAP) was not effective in reversing the decades-long decline in 
biodiversity and intensive farming remains a main cause of biodiversity loss, according to a new 
report by the European Court of Auditors (ECA). The auditors found gaps in the EU 2020 biodiversity 
strategy and its coordination with the CAP. Moreover, the Commission’s tracking of CAP spending 
on biodiversity is unreliable and most CAP funding has little positive impact on it. Some CAP 
schemes have greater potential to improve biodiversity, but the Commission and Member States 
favoured low-impact options.  

In Europe, the number and variety of species on farmland have declined over many years. Since 1990, 
populations of farmland birds and grassland butterflies – a good indicator of changes – have 
decreased by more than 30 %. Intensive farming has led to a downturn in the abundance and diversity 
of natural vegetation and consequently animals, and remains a main cause of biodiversity loss. 

In 2011, the Commission agreed a strategy to halt biodiversity loss by 2020. It committed to 
increasing the contribution of agriculture and forestry to maintaining biodiversity and aimed to bring 
about a “measurable improvement” in the conservation status of species and habitats affected by 
agriculture. The auditors assessed whether the CAP had helped better conserve farmland biodiversity 
and how the EU was achieving its targets, visiting Cyprus, Germany, Ireland, Poland and Romania. 

“The CAP has so far been insufficient to counteract declining biodiversity on farmland, a major threat 
for both farming and the environment”, said Viorel Ștefan, the ECA Member responsible for the 
report. “The post-2020 CAP proposal and the 2030 biodiversity strategy aim to make the CAP more 
responsive to challenges such as biodiversity loss, climate change or generational renewal, while 
continuing to support European farmers for a sustainable and competitive agricultural sector.” 

The auditors found the EU’s biodiversity strategy to 2020 had not set measurable targets for 
agriculture, making it difficult to assess progress and the performance of EU-funded actions. In 
addition, there was poor coordination between EU policies and strategies dealing with biodiversity, 
which resulted, for example, in failure to address the decline in genetic diversity – a subset of 
biodiversity. 
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CAP direct farm payments account for around 70 % of all EU agricultural spending, but the way the 
Commission tracks CAP spending benefiting biodiversity is unreliable, as it overstates the contribution 
of some measures to biodiversity. Moreover, their effect on farmland biodiversity is limited, or 
unknown. Although some direct payment requirements, notably “greening” and “cross-compliance”, 
have the potential to improve biodiversity, the Commission and Member States favoured low-impact 
options such as catch or nitrogen-fixing crops. The auditors also found the cross-compliance sanction 
scheme had no clear impact on farmland biodiversity and the potential of greening was 
underdeveloped. 

Rural development programmes have greater biodiversity potential than direct payments, specifically 
those that support environmentally-friendly farming practices that go beyond the relevant legal 
obligations. However, Member States seldom use high-impact measures such as result-based 
schemes, as opposed to the less demanding and less beneficial (“light green”) ones more popular 
among farmers.  
 
The auditors recommend the Commission better coordinate the 2030 biodiversity strategy, enhance 
the contribution of direct payments and rural development to farmland biodiversity, track budget 
spending more accurately and develop reliable indicators to assess CAP impact. 

Notes to Editors 

Farmland biodiversity refers to wild animals (i.e. not livestock) such as small mammals, birds and 
insects, natural vegetation on grasslands, arable land and permanent crops and underground life. 

The EU’s role in protecting biodiversity is crucial, as it sets environmental standards and co-finances 
most of Member States’ agricultural spending. For 2014-2020, the Commission planned to spend €86 
billion (around 8 % of the EU’s long-term budget) on biodiversity, including €66 billion from the CAP. 
Both the EU and the Member States signed the UN Convention on Biological Diversity in the 1990s 
and in 2010 committed to the “Aichi” targets for 2020. In January 2020, the World Economic Forum 
classified the loss of biodiversity as one of the top five threats facing the world in terms of both 
likelihood and impact. In May 2020, the Commission published its EU biodiversity strategy for 2030. 

The ECA is publishing special report 13/2020 “Biodiversity on farmland: CAP contribution has not 
halted the decline” on World Environment Day which also celebrates biodiversity. The report is 
available on its website (eca.europa.eu) in 23 EU languages. The ECA has previously published reports 
on pesticides, Natura 2000 and CAP greening. It will also cover biodiversity in its next Journal and 
shortly publish a report on pollinators. 

Press contact for this report: Damijan Fišer  

E: damijan.fiser@eca.europa.eu    T: (+352) 4398 45 510    M: (+352) 621 55 22 24 

 
ECA measures taken in response to the COVID-19 pandemic 

The European Court of Auditors (ECA) has taken the necessary steps to be able to continue providing 
an effective public audit service in the EU, and to deliver timely audit reports, opinions and reviews 
during the COVID-19 pandemic, as far as this is possible in these challenging times. At the same 
time, we express our gratitude to all those who are working to save lives and fight the pandemic, in 
Luxembourg, in the EU and around the world. We also remain committed to supporting the 
Luxembourg government’s policy on safeguarding public health. We are mitigating the effects of 

mailto:damijan.fiser@eca.europa.eu


 

3 

 EN 

the ongoing health crisis on our staff and have taken precautions to minimise the risk to them and 
their families. 

 

 


