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Executive Summary

There is an urgent need for agricultural transformation in the EU in order to combat climate change,
strengthen food security, and improve rural livelihoods. Current practices, which rely heavily on intensive
animal agriculture, are major contributors to greenhouse gas emissions, biodiversity loss, and negative
economic impacts. A holistic approach to food and agriculture — one that prioritises sustainable practices,
ecosystem health, and the well-being of farmers — is urgently needed. Such an approach will also need to
recognise the crucial role that farmers play in underpinning the shift to healthy, sustainable diets, and
ensure that they are central to driving this transformation.

Several key on-farm solutions present effective strategies for diversifying production and enhancing
economic viability. By taking advantage of growing consumer demand for plant-rich diets, farmers could
transition to producing more fruit, vegetables, and plant-based protein crops. This approach would
improve soil health and biodiversity while also creating substantial income opportunities for farmers.
Diversified practices such as organic and regenerative approaches can strengthen resilience and promote
self-sufficiency and help to integrate productivity with ecological health, emphasising shorter supply
chains and fairer resource distribution. Collectively, these strategies can help to address climate change,
biodiversity loss, and food security while positioning farmers at the heart of food-systems change.

A sound policy framework will need to ensure that these far-reaching on-farm changes will be both
feasible and attractive for farmers. Solutions and incentivising structures need to be designed through
effective engagement with farmers and farming stakeholders in order to ensure that they will be sustained
by climate- and health-promoting practices, while supporting the necessary shift in our food systems.
Diversifying agricultural production should involve: (1) shifting away from intensive livestock production,
(2) adopting a 'less and better' approach to livestock production, and (3) incentivising the production of
plant-based whole foods for direct human consumption — such as lentils, beans, chickpeas, fruit, and
vegetables — or as ingredients for processed plant-based food products.

This policy brief outlines feasible on-farm solutions, along with public policies that can help to facilitate
and accelerate their implementation. These insights were informed by conversations with representatives
from farming organisations (hereafter referred to as ‘respondents, and listed in the Acknowledgements
section at the end of this document), as well as peer-reviewed research. We have also included some case
studies as real-world examples of successful policy change.



Policy Recommendations

e Reform agricultural subsidies

o Increase the proportion of CAP subsidies that are allocated to sustainable crop production as a
way to incentivise diversification.

o Implement true-cost accounting in food production by integrating environmental and health
costs into CAP subsidies.

e Improve access to capital and funding

o Develop value chains that empower farmers to capture more value from diversified production,
supported by infrastructure and market development.

o Establish a dedicated grant fund to help farmers to diversify their crops and shift toward more
sustainable agricultural practices and products.

o Increase access to low- and no-interest loans to help farmers develop viable and sustainable
businesses that meet evolving consumer demands.

e Develop knowledge and infrastructure systems
o Establish comprehensive technical assistance and infrastructure development programmes.

o Launch public trials with farmers and create model-demonstration networks to inform technical
support for diversifying farming practices and improving regional supply chains.

o Set up peer-to-peer knowledge-exchange programmes in order to facilitate collaboration and
skill-sharing among farmers.

e Drive demand for sustainable produce

o Introduce minimum requirements for plant-based and organic foods in public food-procurement
policies.

o Lower VAT rates on plant-based and organic products in order to make sustainable options more
accessible to consumers.

e Foster farmer-forward policies

o Build long-term support systems for farmers that are focused on autonomy and community
engagement.

o Streamline reporting requirements so as to reduce the administrative burden on farmers.

Context

Mounting challenges - including climate change, rising operational costs, and an increasingly competitive
global market — underline the need to rethink the future of agriculture and food production in Europe. This
year, as farmers across the EU staged protests and the Strategic Dialogue on the Future of EU Agriculture
convened, it became even clearer that these challenges demand thoughtful and swift action.
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The need to address the externalities of intensive agriculture has never been greater. The combined social,
economic, and environmental costs of global food systems are estimated to be as high as 19 trillion USD
annually, or 22% of global GDP in 2020." ? Additionally, natural ecosystems play a critical role in growth
and economic development. More than half of global GDP relies on ecosystem services, with the
agriculture and food-and-beverage sectors among the top-three most dependent sectors. Together, these
two sectors generate around 4 trillion USD in value, nearly matching the size of the entire German
economy.® In the EU, ecosystem services were valued at 187 billion EUR in 2018, underscoring their role in
maintaining economic stability and agricultural productivity.*

Global food systems are responsible for a third of greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions, and contribute
significantly to climate change.® In the EU, 11% to 13% of net GHGs come from agriculture, with the
largest sources being methane from enteric fermentation and nitrous-oxide emissions from fertilisers and
manure management.®’ Extreme weather events caused by climate change compound these harms, as
agriculture and food security are particularly vulnerable to fluctuations. In fact, the less sustainable a food
system is, the more likely it is to be impacted by accelerating climate change - for example through
shortened growing cycles for commodity crops.® ° Moderate temperature increases of just 1 to 2°C can
negatively affect the yields of key cereals such as maize and wheat, while higher temperatures increase
irrigation requirements. The increased frequency of extreme weather events, including droughts, storms,
and heat waves, can damage crops and disrupt agricultural operations, directly affecting the livelihoods of
farmers.’® While some staple crops in northern Europe might experience yield improvements due to rising
temperatures and longer growing seasons, yields of certain staple crops in southern Europe could decline
by up to 50% by 2050.™

European livestock farming also faces potential risks from rising temperatures — both directly, since heat
stress can lead to reduced milk production, weakened immune systems, and lower reproductive capacity
in dairy cattle, and indirectly, through the impact on feed and water resources.’” Additionally,
climate-induced water shortages are likely to further destabilise trade and economic security by fuelling
geopolitical conflicts.'
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Intensive animal agriculture is also a significant driver of biodiversity loss, since forests and other
high-value ecosystems are cleared for ranching or the growing of livestock feed. In turn, biodiversity loss
negatively impacts food systems and other sectors that are dependent on ecosystem services.
Biodiversity loss has led to trade barriers and weakened agricultural resilience, and contributes to issues
such as soil erosion, pollinator decline, and the proliferation of invasive species. Soil erosion alone is
projected to cause economic losses of up to 625 billion USD by 2070." Moreover, pollinator-dependent
food production has an estimated global annual market value of 577 billion USD, with the loss of and
decline in pollinator populations threatening crucial ecosystem services, food security, and economies.’
'® These issues disproportionately affect farming communities, which rely heavily on natural resources.

Agriculture, as a key driver of these problems, also needs to be central to their solutions. Addressing these
environmental and economic challenges requires a fundamental change to the current production
paradigm. A sound policy framework needs to make far-reaching on-farm changes that are both feasible
and attractive for farmers. Solutions and incentive structures need to be designed through effective
engagement with farmers and other stakeholders in order to ensure that they will be sustained by
climate- and health-promoting practices, while supporting the needed changes in our food systems.



Diversifying agricultural production should involve: (1) shifting away from intensive livestock
production, (2) adopting a 'less and better' approach to livestock production, and (3) incentivizing the
production of plant-based whole foods for direct human consumption - such as lentils, beans,
chickpeas, fruit, and vegetables — or for ingredients in plant-based food products.

On-farm solutions

Biodiversity loss and climate change threaten the stability of global food supply by disrupting production
systems and reducing crop yields. While the global demand for meat continues to grow, in the EU the rate
of growth is slower compared to 10 years ago.'” '® Now, more than ever, farmers are seeking new market
opportunities to maximise the economic viability of their farms. On-farm solutions can offer relatively
low-cost strategies that are both effective and profitable for farmers seeking to diversify production.

A. Increased production of specialty crops and local-value addition

As evidence of the health and climate benefits of plant-based diets continues to mount,
consumer demand is shifting, creating stronger economic incentives for livestock producers to
diversify toward plant-based food production. Beyond the economic gains, diversifying
production improves soil health, helps to conserve ecosystems, and boosts agrobiodiversity by
introducing species such as legumes and grasses into farming systems.'® Effective solutions
could also involve repurposing infrastructure from intensive animal agriculture — such as
converting former chicken barns into spaces for mushroom cultivation. Additionally, market
gardening and simple processing methods, such as making jam or canning vegetables, can add
value to crops, support local economies, and expand access to nutritious food.

B. Plant-based protein crops, processing, and rural manufacturing

Croplands make up a third of agricultural land — 40% of which is used for feed production — while
grazing land accounts for the remaining two-thirds.?° This means that about 80% of agricultural
land globally is used for livestock production, although livestock contributes just 38% of the
world’s protein supply.?’

Growing crops such as lentils, beans, and chickpeas can provide farmers with a decent income
and boost the resilience of local production. However, true agricultural diversification needs to
extend beyond just production. In order to fully realise the market potential of plant-based protein
crops, a value chain — from seed to food product — is essential, with a clearly defined role for
farmers in the creation of new end products.

When responding to this policy brief, representatives from farming organisations emphasised
that future food technologies, such as alternative proteins, could reduce their roles to mere
contract suppliers, cutting them out of the value-adding stages. By engaging in additional
activities, farmers can embrace new economic opportunities that extend beyond the production
of raw materials.



For example, while soya beans are primarily used as a feed crop, they are also a key ingredient in
alternative proteins. Developing a soya supply chain for human consumption would require changes
- and thus present opportunities — in inputs, production, harvesting, procurement, capacity-building,
and market awareness.

Depending on the specific crop value chain, farmers could engage as input providers or partner with
companies for intermediary processing. Although the processing of soya for use in alternative
proteins requires specialised infrastructure that might limit farmers' direct involvement, companies
can offer higher prices to ensure greater transparency and protein content, which will in turn
positively influence product quality. Pulses such as peas or faba beans (also known as fava beans or
broad beans) pose less risk and offer more opportunities for early-stage processing such as
dehulling and cleaning, which can improve culinary quality and provide additional sources of income
for farmers.

. Adoption of organic farming practices

With the EU having set a 25% target for organic land, the transition to organic farming is gaining
institutional backing. Cities such as Copenhagen and Ghent are excellent examples of city-regions
that support cost-efficient public food procurement by bringing together a diverse range of
stakeholders — from food producers and caterers to canteens and kitchen staff — while
implementing specific infrastructure and dietary guidelines, and setting ambitious targets for local
government. Organic farmers can also save considerably on input costs and have a higher or similar
income per working unit, compared to conventional agriculture.?? Stakeholder respondents
emphasised that organic systems promote self-sufficiency, reducing reliance on synthetic inputs and
insulating farmers from market and geopolitical disruptions (as became evident, for example, during
the 2022 surge in fertiliser prices).

By fostering biodiversity through natural pest control and eliminating harmful spraying practices,
organic farms improve the health of ecosystems. Organic farming is also more labour-intensive, thus
boosting employment levels. The focus on crop rotation and soil health allows farmers to adapt
more easily to climate change, strengthening the resilience of European agriculture in the face of the
increasing number of extreme weather events.?

However, converting to organic production requires financial investment, additional labour, and the up-
skilling of workers, and farmers need to be assured of long-term certainty from the outset. Increased
local and regional purchasing, along with the public procurement of organic products for schools,
hospitals, prisons, and other public institutions, can help to create a future demand base for farmers.?*

What is organic farming?

In the EU, organic farming is an agricultural method that aims to produce food using natural
substances and processes, prioritising responsible use of energy and natural resources,
maintenance of biodiversity, preservation of regional ecological balances, enhancement of
soil fertility, and protection of water quality. It also upholds high standards of animal welfare
by requiring farmers to meet the specific behavioral needs of animals.
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What is regenerative farming?

Regenerative farming is an approach to farming that aims to restore the land and its natural resources,
often advocated as part of the solution to the climate crisis by enabling the soil, water, and associated
nutrients to regenerate effectively. However, as there is currently no legal or universally agreed definition
of the term, conceptions are often inconsistent. This inconsistency allows governmental agencies,
industries, and sector organizations to interpret regenerative agriculture in ways that align with their
particular interests. Additionally, some definitions combine scientific disciplines, farming principles,
movements, and practices so broadly and diversely that they risk becoming further confused and
difficult to implement consistently. While interpretations vary, practitioners of regenerative agriculture
often subscribe to a set of general practices, outcomes, or mindsets.?®

Regenerative farming as a set of practices:

e Limiting soil disturbance through the practice of no-till agriculture.

e Maintaining soil cover through grazing practices and/or the introduction of cover crops between
harvest cycles.

e Promoting diversity in cropping systems and on non-agricultural land.
e Keeping living roots within the soil and increasing carbon sequestration.

e Integrating animals and cropping systems.

Regenerative farming as a set of outcomes:

Some of the metrics used to quantify outcomes include soil carbon levels, invertebrate numbers, soil
drainage, soil friability, moisture penetration, soil depth, soil nutrient content, fungal/bacteria ratios,
greenhouse gas emissions, pollinator abundance, the extent of antibiotic use, and biodiversity markers.

Regenerative farming as a mindset:

Aspects of the regenerative approach to agriculture include a greater emphasis on social objectives, a
focus on bringing farmers and consumers back into contact with one another, improving the mental
health of farmers, enhancing the resilience of rural economies, optimising the role of small-scale
producers, processors, and distributors, and redistributing the balance of power within the food system.



Policy recommendations

More than 80% of the support provided by the EU's
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) is directed towards
intensive animal agriculture - despite the sector’s
significant contribution to GHG emissions and
biodiversity loss, and its negative impact on economic
development, agricultural resilience, and food
security.?® On a global level, the FAQ, the UNDP, and the
UNEP have all highlighted the fact that 87% of
agricultural subsidies are inefficient, inequitable,
distort food prices, harm people’s health, or degrade
the environment.?” 2  Currently, income-support
payments that are tied to farm size encourage
intensive  production, monocropping, and other
unsustainable practices, further driving corporate
consolidation, as smaller farms are outcompeted. This
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policy approach favours fewer, larger farms, leaving smallholders at a disadvantage in the open market.

Policy frameworks need to address these issues and aim to broadly prioritise the livelihoods of

agricultural workers, farmers, and rural communities, while also supporting the production of foods that

contribute to meeting climate targets and improve human health.

A.

Incentives and access to capital

Facilitating agricultural diversification solutions such as those outlined above, while fostering
more sustainable food systems, will require investment to support farmers in maintaining and
building viable businesses while revitalising rural areas. The final report adopted by the
Strategic Dialogue on the Future of EU Agriculture recommends the establishment of a
temporary fund - the Agrifood Just Transition Fund (AJTF) — that is separate from CAP
funding. Additionally, there is a need for greater mobilisation of both public and private capital
in order to enable both small- and large-scale farmers, along with food-system
stakeholders broadly, to transition towards sustainable production models.?’

1. Establish funding structures in order to support rural development and ensure future
commercial viability.

Funds for rural development need to promote sustainable food production and
processing as a means of ensuring economic opportunities for rural communities.
Providing farmers with financial support for sustainable practices and designing tailored
incentive structures will help to make funding more effective.



a. Access to loans for business development. Due to changes in consumer
preferences and policy adjustments, farmers find themselves at a crossroads, with

supply failing to align with market demand. Access to financial support, including
low-interest loans and capacity-building services, is crucial in order for farmers to
shift to viable business models that incorporate sustainable agri-environmental
practices. The Strategic Dialogue report emphasises the need to adapt CAP in order
to strengthen farmers’ access to finance and improve their position within agri-value
chains.?® Farmers’ programmes on financial literacy, rural entrepreneurship, and
mentorship can provide vital skills to support diversification, such as business
planning, credit management, and capacity-building.

b. Machinery and equipment for processing. Providing access to capital for purchasing
or leasing machinery and equipment for food processing can significantly boost

rural manufacturing. Shortening supply chains by shifting value creation closer to the
farm gate can help to expand rural economies.

c. Adoption of new technologies. Funding for processing facilities and expert
consultants can help to support farmers to set up new businesses in emerging food
technologies. Access to these new technologies would provide support for farmer
participation and could enable better demand-supply matching between consumers
and producers.

2. Promoting the domestic cultivation of legumes (such as beans, peas, lentils, chickpeas,
and soya beans).

Expanding legume production can enhance soil health, increase crop biodiversity, and
reduce reliance on synthetic fertilisers, while also creating new economic opportunities
for farmers and across the value chain. The Smart Protein Project, a farm-to-fork initiative
funded by Horizon Europe’s 2020 research programme, for example, engaged with
academic and industry stakeholders across the value chain in order to take an in-depth
look at protein crops in Europe, including the origins of raw materials, potential pathways
for novel foods, market needs, and farmer recommendations. Under the provisions of the
Horizon Europe 2025-27 plan, research and innovation programmes for sustainable,
biodiversity-friendly farming and ecosystem management should receive proper funding
and aim to engage farmers with shared long-term goals in order to ensure a smooth
transition. Furthermore, given that strategic support for crop diversification is essential,
the next iteration of CAP needs to include stronger provisions for incentivising farmers to
grow more protein-rich crops for direct human consumption.

a. Funding for R&D programmes: Although pulses/legumes are a key source of protein
globally, only 2% of arable land in Europe is dedicated to their production.®' As part of
the Horizon Europe research and innovation strategy 2025-27, a focus on conserving
and improving the use of genetic resources (including the application of new
technologies), could support the development of protein crops for human
consumption, including as ingredients for alternative-protein products. Increased
investment in pre-breeding and breeding programmes would enhance the variety of
context-specific crops available to farmers in the EU, making production more
financially viable. Dedicated funds for research and development need to
increasingly focus on region-specific planning for farm diversification, tailored to
domestic requirements, capabilities, and market competitiveness.



3.

b. Initiating public trials with farmers and academic institutions in order to support
knowledge exchange: Model demonstration networks would improve rural advisory
services (or ‘extension services’), build trust within farming communities, and assist
in developing regional supply chains, with a strategic role for farmers and targeted
agricultural products. Establishing partnerships with farmers early on in the process
is key to these efforts.

c. Targeting rural development initiatives for young farmers: There is a need for
systems that support and fund young people to train with pioneering farmers, learn
from them, and apply their new knowledge on their own farms. Training-the-trainer
programmes will further spread these insights among communities adopting
diversification solutions. Developing a network of pioneers will enable farmers to
access and implement these sector-building solutions.

Incentives to support rebalancing production toward plant-based.

Livestock farmers who are interested in diversifying or transitioning to sustainable
plant-based agriculture will need to recover sunk costs from livestock investments and
overcome various other barriers. The current system of intensive livestock production is
entrenched in several path dependencies, including cultural attitudes, existing
infrastructure, institutions, policies, power dynamics, and research-and-innovation
priorities. As such, interventions cannot be prescriptive — they need to be context-specific,
empowering farmers to determine their own transition paths.

a. Support exit strategies for intensive livestock producers: The increased
consolidation of farms by large meat and dairy corporations has reduced the
competitiveness of small-scale livestock farmers, fuelling debt and financial
insecurity. Forgiving or reducing farmer debt in exchange for commitments to
adopting practices that enhance public health, biodiversity, sustainability goals, and
resiliency would be an effective policy to facilitate diversified agricultural practices.

b. Make funding more accessible: A just-transition funding mechanism is needed for
the EU’s agri-food sector, similar to that which the European Commission has
established for the energy sector. Such a mechanism could incorporate a one-off
investment in order to support the development of new infrastructure that meets
environmental requirements and targets, while also promoting the adoption of
sustainable business models. Respondents from our expert interviews also
highlighted the importance of funding negotiations that provide farmers with
opportunities to retire early, diversify, or transition to different types of farming
during periods of generational change. This could involve buyout schemes, which in
the past have predominantly attracted older farmers without successors.
Additionally, access to funding is needed in order to cover investments in equipment,
infrastructure, and technology, as well as to provide credit protection and offer
guaranteed mechanisms for farmers who are looking to diversify into new agri-food
businesses.

c. Implement tax relief: Tax abatement could incentivise farmers to diversify into more
sustainable crops or production methods. Offering tax reductions or exemptions on
the income generated from sustainable crops such as pulses, legumes, and other
plant-based protein sources could make diversification more financially viable.
Similarly, tax relief could be extended to the purchase of equipment, seeds, and
technologies that support sustainable practices such as regenerative agriculture,
organic farming, and renewable energy systems.
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B. Training
New sustainable farming models require adequate knowledge and training in order to scale. A
sound policy framework needs to consider the implications for farmers' livelihoods and seek to
mitigate any adverse impacts in order to ensure a just transition. With this in mind, such a
framework needs to ensure that sufficient resources are allocated to the provision of advice,
training, education, technical assistance, and knowledge transfer for farmers and other
agricultural workers.

1. Improve access to data around farm-diversification solutions.

The changes in agricultural practices that are required for diversification need to be
accompanied by investments in training and knowledge networks. Farmers and other land
managers will need access to a broad range of diversification strategies, supported by
advisory services (also called 'extension services'). Advisory services are currently geared
predominantly toward intensive production. Rebalancing these services to support
farmers pursuing or currently practicing organic, regenerative, or plant-based (or other
broadly agroecological) farming will be essential for fostering a diverse, resilient, and
sustainable farming sector. Offering farmers access to case studies and success stories
will encourage diversification. Collaboration with industry partners will also help farmers
to stay connected to consumer trends and markets, enabling them to explore
opportunities in novel and emerging food sectors.

2. Setting up peer-to-peer knowledge exchange.

Promoting collective collaboration among farmers is essential for creating fair,
sustainable, and resilient value chains. Locally tailored peer-to-peer consultant networks
can help farmers to share best practices, build processing and marketing opportunities,
and enhance their operations.

a. Peer-to-peer knowledge-exchange programs: Governments and NGOs should
allocate resources in order to establish peer-to-peer consultant networks that bring
together farmers, local communities, governments, and industry partners. These
forums would help to facilitate the sharing of knowledge about diversification and
climate-resilience strategies, as well as helping to mobilise funding and advocate for
policy changes.

b. Knowledge hubs for emerging agricultural practices and food technologies: Under
the Common Agricultural Policy, the European Commission’s Agricultural Knowledge
and Innovation Systems address the need for knowledge hubs. However, far more
work is needed to stimulate training initiatives and reach a larger number of farmers.

c. Industry-wide standards and certifications: Standards such as organic and
region-specific certifications build consumer trust. Legally-regulated standards
should be prioritised, and clear distinctions between legally-regulated and private
sector-driven standards are needed to ensure consumers understand their different
origins and purposes. Networks of partners can support farmers in adopting these
certifications, thereby increasing both market demand and the value of farm brands
and reputations.

1
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C. Subsidy reform

By providing hectare-based payments, the EU’s current subsidy model heavily favours intensive
large-scale farming, with insufficient account for environmental impact. A more considered
allocation of funds could help farmers to adopt diversification practices and could compensate
vulnerable groups affected by negative shocks. Reforming the EU’s Common Agricultural Policy
in order to prioritise sustainable production and promote healthy, sustainable diets is crucial.

Food produced in the EU in 2013: total EU subsidies of different foods in euro
embodied CO, equivalent and per kilo per kilogram of retail weight in 2013
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1. Compensatory premiums for diversification.

CAP's Coupled income support mechanism (CIS) currently over-prioritises livestock
farming, encouraging farmers to maintain large herds, with public subsidies directly
helping to ensure farm profitability.*? In order to encourage diversification, CIS should
rather prioritise sustainable crop production by increasing support for protein crops, fruit,
and vegetables.®® Currently, only 14% of the CIS budget is dedicated to protein crops and
just 5% to fruit and vegetables.
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Cumulative share of financial allocation for CIS per sector (2023-2027)
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2. True-cost accounting for food.
Factoring in the external costs of food production is crucial if we are to reduce

agricultural emissions. If food prices reflected these external costs, sustainable farming
would be more economically feasible. True-cost accounting for food production should
shape subsidy reforms by aligning financial incentives with farming practices that reflect
the external costs of production. This involves redirecting subsidies away from systems
that contribute to environmental degradation and impact negatively on public health, and
toward sustainable, organic, and regenerative farming methods.

3. Performance-based agricultural policies.

Shifting to performance-based subsidies that are linked to tangible sustainable farming
outcomes could advance climate goals. Payments for ecosystem services — including
soil health, animal welfare, biodiversity, and social conditions — provide fair incentives for
farmers. Several respondents noted that these payments would not only support farmers
and the environment but would also enhance yields, thus improving food security and
rural livelihoods, promoting holistic regeneration of the environment while helping to
ensure national security.

D. Supporting demand and providing market assurance

In order to encourage on-farm diversification solutions and create lasting change in agricultural
systems, farmers need greater assurances about the markets that they are diversifying into. It's
essential to foster both market demand and policy frameworks that support sustainable
farming practices. By restructuring incentives and making sustainable products more
accessible and affordable, governments can drive a shift toward healthier and more resilient
food systems.
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1. Introduce requirements for organic produce in public-procurement processes.

There is an urgent need to incorporate sustainable options into public-procurement
systems, such as school meal programmes, public canteens, and hospitals. Establishing
minimum requirements for food produced through organic or regenerative practices can
help local governments to reduce and mitigate the long-term impacts of unsustainable
diets. These requirements could also create a stable market for local producers,
stimulating local economies and reconnecting consumers with their food sources.

In cases where public canteens are outsourced to catering services, procurement criteria
should emphasise the ability of bidders to source food from small-scale farmers and use
shorter supply chains. This approach could indirectly support independent farmers and
cooperatives by favouring them over large wholesalers. Dividing sourcing contracts into
smaller lots (e.g. by food type) could also encourage participation from smaller
operators.

2. Making products more affordable.

In order to make sustainable options the default choice in the EU’s kitchens and homes,
plant-based and organic foods need to be made more affordable. Current subsidies make
plant-based foods disproportionately expensive, compared to animal-based products.
Additionally, VAT on organic and plant-based foods is often higher than that on animal-
based products. Retailers also tend to apply higher profit margins to organic and plant-
based products. These factors collectively reduce the affordability of more sustainable
options. Creating a level playing field for these more sustainable options is essential,
while continued innovation in plant-based food production will reduce long-term costs.

3. Minimum sustainability requirements.
The European Commission's 2023 work programme included a proposal for a Sustainable
Food Systems Framework (SFSF) that is aimed at embedding sustainability into all EU
food-related policies. Key elements included sustainability labelling, minimum criteria for
public food procurement, and governance mechanisms. Although the SFSF has been
postponed, establishing minimum sustainability standards remains essential for driving
demand and increasing consumer awareness.

4. Consumer engagement.
Enhanced engagement between community stakeholders, policymakers, and farmers
needs to be maintained at municipal and city levels in order to build awareness about
local food ecosystems. Placing a stronger emphasis on fairness to farming communities
can help to reconnect consumers with farmers, and foster a deeper understanding of the
challenges they face.

E. Farmer-forward policy frameworks

The movement towards sustainable food systems goes beyond agricultural practices, and
includes social and economic justice for farming communities. Changes need to begin with the
farmers themselves, focusing on their livelihoods and redistributing risk and value throughout
the supply chain. Effective policies need to reflect farmers’ perspectives, avoid overly
prescriptive measures, and restore their decision-making autonomy. Social dialogue among
farming communities, the private sector, trade unions, and governments is essential for
developing long-term strategies and rethinking the agrifood system.



1. Provide long-term government support.

In order to successfully diversify agricultural production systems, securing buy-in from
farming communities is imperative. However, short-term concessions will only dilute the
intentions of environmental-policy frameworks and build resistance to the uptake of new
technologies. A systems-transformation on this scale needs to be founded on a long-term
vision and decisive leadership. Governments need to enhance planning security and
provide structural support for sustainable practices, thus helping to foster agency and
capacity building.

2. Harmonise reporting requirements.
The responsibility for monitoring, reporting, and verification systems, including aspects
such as methane emissions and labour intensity, often falls on producers, which places an
unfair burden on smallholders. Streamlining these complex reporting methods could
enhance the uptake of eco-schemes, making it easier for farmers to adopt sustainable
practices and receive incentives for doing so.

Case studies

Case study 1: In 2021, the Government of the Netherlands launched the Nitrogen Reduction and Nature
Improvement Programme as a way to reduce nitrogen pollution from the livestock sector. The goal was to
reduce livestock numbers by a third through farm buyouts, by relocating farms away from nature reserves,
and supporting farmers with transition schemes, including the adoption of new technologies or a shift to
other agricultural activities. While the buyout schemes compensated farmers for lost assets, the policy
faced backlash due to its focus on buyouts without a clear vision for the future. One respondent
suggested that the initiative's failure stemmed more from poor narrative management than from
economic issues, stressing that a policy’s narrative can be more crucial to success than the policy itself.

Case study 2: In an effort to improve sustainable food consumption, the City of Copenhagen set a target
of 90% organic food in public institutions, without increasing meal costs. This was achieved by investing
in staff training, improving food education, and integrating food-related environmental indicators into
municipal policy objectives. The city overhauled its food production and purchasing practices,
emphasising reduced meat consumption, increased plant-based foods, seasonal produce, and reduced
food waste. Urban agriculture was integrated into school curriculums through school gardens in order to
engage students in food production and promote healthy eating. By aligning food and nutrition with
sustainable urban development, Copenhagen is driving institutional change in its public kitchens.

Case study 3: The Danish Action Plan for Plant-based Foods was developed as part of the Danish
Government’s 2021 Agricultural Agreement to reduce the country’s carbon footprint. Created in
collaboration with the Danish Conservation Society, farmers, labour unions, and key ministers, the plan
integrates both demand- and supply-side strategies to scale plant-based foods, including both whole
foods and processed alternatives. Organic Denmark and the Danish Vegetarian Association were also vital
in its development, reflecting the importance of multi-stakeholder involvement in such initiatives. The
Danish Action Plan emphasises robust funding through the Plant-Based Food Grant, which supports
Danish businesses and institutions in fostering innovation in the plant-based sector. Vocational training is
provided for public and private kitchens, food services, and the retail sector, along with higher-education
courses that enhance expertise in plant-based fields. A special task force on plant-based food has also
been established in order to strengthen Danish exports. Currently, 1.285 billion DKK has been allocated for
2023-2030. Beyond 2030, total funding is likely to exceed 1.5 billion DKK.
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Case study 4: In 2024, Denmark introduced a carbon tax on agriculture, targeting CO,-equivalent
emissions from livestock in an effort to reduce agricultural GHG emissions. The policy also promotes
sustainable, high-tech, and land-efficient agriculture, emphasising afforestation, land conversion, and
biochar production, supported by a DKK 10 billion subsidy. Additionally, DKK 100 million was allocated to
upskilling livestock and agriculture workers, with the Denmark Green Area Fund providing DKK 40 billion
for new forests. Respondents praised this policy but also noted that it maintains the status quo of locking
in farmers to current intensive-agriculture practices, and could potentially result in Danish feed crops
being replaced with imported feed from other countries. Nonetheless, the carbon tax, taking into account
that it represents a compromise between diverse stakeholders and parties, is a step in the right direction
toward more sustainable agriculture.

Conclusion

There are numerous practical on-farm solutions that can diversify agriculture, strengthen rural economies,
and align food production with healthier and more sustainable diets. However, the burdens and costs
associated with diversifying our current farming systems cannot be placed solely on producers. Policies
for agricultural diversification need to ensure that farmers and agricultural workers are incentivised and
receive the support needed to makethese necessary shifts. The opportunities for diversification highlighted in
this policy brief will require a scaling up of both appropriate institutional support and dedicated funding.
Above all, policies need to be built on common ground, ensuring a unified narrative and shared objectives
among stakeholder groups.
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