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Over the first couple of months of 2024, policymakers have responded to farmers’ protests by giving up on
remaining pieces of legislation of the Green Deal at the European level and of key measures of the young
national biodiversity strategy in France. This is inconsistent with their claim to support farmers
economically and to improve food security. By approving the European proposal for a nature restoration
regulation (NRL) on February 27, members of the European Parliament eventually send an encouraging
signal for the middle-term resilience of the sector. Nature restoration of agroecosystems opens up options
to improve farms’ soil productivity and adaptation to climate change.
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What is restoration all about?

IPBESL1 defines restoration as “any intentional activity that initiates or accelerates the recovery of an ecosystem from
a degraded state”. Restoration may be “active” when humans influence the process of biodiversity recovery (e.g.,
ecological engineering), or “passive” when it relies on natural processes (e.g., do nothing and see). A degraded
ecosystem is defined as “a long-term reduction in an ecosystem’s structure, functionality or capacity to provide
benefits to people”. In Europe and in France, many productive ecosystems, such as agricultural lands and pastures,
urgently need restoration to continue to be in use2 . This is particularly true in the context of climate change and
increasing extreme weather events.

Here, restoring agroecosystems means keeping them under productive use, through sustainable land management.
The dedicated provisions of the NRL are thus well aligned with the requirements of the agroecological transition in
order to achieve satisfactory levels of food production through and with the protection of the biodiversity they depend
on.3

Restoring agroecosystems to secure production

The NRL includes targets to increase butterfly and more broadly pollinator populations, as well as improve the
common farmland bird index. The inclusion of such targets in the law is important as they are indicators of
functioning agroecosystems. Now the question is how to reach them. The best and most cost-efficient way to achieve
them would be through measures such as reducing the use of pesticides and adopting organic farming practices, that
would improve the degraded pollination service through the spontaneous come-back of pollinators. This corresponds
to passive nature restoration measures. However, these measures make sense only within a larger policy package.
As the dedicated European regulation for reducing pesticides was abandoned and the Ecophyto plan was put on
hold sine die in France, this threatens the cost effectiveness of restoration measures. If the pesticides issue is not
addressed, insect pollination will keep decreasing, jeopardizing pollination-dependent field outputs (e.qg. fruits and a
range of vegetables) or the outputs of nearby farms, and therefore farmers’ earnings4 .

A similar point can be raised on agroecological infrastructures (e.g., hedges, ponds, trees) and extensive livestock
and mixed systems, which are go hand in hand with the reduction of pesticides and increased crop rotations for
agriculture adaptation. Hedges, crop rotations and mixed systems for example have a positive effect against
agricultural pests and diseases affecting crops and livestock5 . They are necessary for the decrease of pesticides to
be viable. Extensive grazing systems support pollinators and natural fertilization. They also preserve natural water
cycles, among other ecosystem services6 . Such services are needed in the context of climate change, with droughts
and floodings increasing in frequency and intensity. (Re-)establishing agroecological infrastructures, mixed systems
and pastures corresponds to active nature restoration measures. It contributes to food security by minimizing
production losses. It also contributes to food sovereignty by relying on well-functioning ecosystem services provided
“for free” by the land on the spot, rather than on costly imports of fertilizers or animal feed. While the NRL addresses
agroecological infrastructures directly (coined as “high-diversity landscape features”) by requiring Member States to
achieve an increasing trend for them, extensive or semi-intensive livestock and mixed systems, core in
agroecological farming systems, are dedicated a lesser attention in the NRL7 . National restoration plans should
however not miss this issue, which would also need to be included in animal husbandry policies.8

Financing issues: how restoration could support farmers’ income
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If funding sources can be found in different existing schemes, the NRL does not clarify how to optimize and make the
best use of them. The European Commission should present within a year a report that identifies, among other
elements, financial gaps for the implementation of the regulation at the EU level. Member States however already
have existing rooms of manoeuvre, within existing European and national budgets. For example, the NRL leaves the
choice of resorting to the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) to implement restoration measures up to Member States
when they implement the regulation. Streamlining the way the CAP operates and how farmers access its funds is
needed. However, the simplification process should not be mixed up with the drop of environmental provisions. As
the CAP supports farmers’ income, it would be particularly relevant for it to fund ecosystem restoration, as a nature-
based solution that brings resilience and financial stability to the sector. According to the European Investment Bank,
“there is currently sufficient funding available for nature-based solutions through the CAP to finance many more
potential opportunities for nature-based solutions in the European Union and their related benefits. [...] Reforming the
policy to encourage greater use of nature-based solutions is an obvious opportunity for the European Commission.”
In a European context where ecosystems have largely been altered, nature restoration represents the main nature-
based solution, including for climate change adaptation in agriculture.

Currently, CAP budgets that could be considered as nature-based solutions (e.g., eco-schemes) and therefore
restoration of agroecosystems do not deliver the expected outcomes9 . Largely repurposing CAP to support organic
agriculture, extensive livestock and mixed systems could address this shortcoming, but would require Member States
to put in place administrative and potentially regulatory provisions. Importantly, it also requires dedicating human and
technical resources to make those funds known and accessible for the farmers.

Other existing financial tools could be considered for farmers to earn a decent and reliable income while maintaining
their fields’ (i.e., their ecosystems’) production capacity. Such tools may be payments for ecosystem services (PES),
but also compensation for potential production losses during the transition towards agroecology. These tools can be
put in place by the CAP, such as agro-environmental measures (AEMs). But as a nature-based solution, restoration
of agroecosystems provides benefits beyond the field, including for human and environmental health in the local
area, and potentially at larger scale when taking into account downstream water quality for example. This framing
could open new opportunities to support farmers in the agroecological transition beyond the CAP budgets. In France,
the “Contracts for the Successful Ecological Transition” (CRTES) are signed between the State and municipalities to
fund specific actions. Those contracts already include measures such as maintaining farmland hedges and trees and
developing action plans for agroecology. In degraded landscapes, all of those will first require nature restoration
measures, before maintaining the restored functionalities through sustainable practices. However, tools for
municipalities to financially support the agroecological transition are under-developed. CRTEs could also allow
municipalities to provide direct financial support to farmers for the restoration of agroecosystems.

Another key component for a successful restoration policy in agro-ecosystems will also be to embark the whole value
chain, including the agrifood sector and consumers, within the dedicated policies. These stakeholders, and especially
those already able to support the agroecological transition, will need dedicated attention in the national restoration
plans of Member States.

Now that the NRL is adopted (it still needs to be formally approved by the Council of the European Union), one of its
main challenges will be to achieve its full potential by contributing to a change in the vision of agroecosystems, from
European portfolios down to the national and farm level: agroecosystems functioning is not just a nature conservation
issue but is positively linked to production issues. Nature restoration is therefore critical for all those who genuinely
care about the future of agriculture in Europe.
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