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Romania – Maramures. A largely semi-natural landscape of hay meadows and pastures.

Bulgaria – Berkovitsa. Extensive grazing of upland pastures is one of the most widespread type of HNV farming.
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Introduction 

The CAP is at a cross-roads. The current system is expensive, inefficient and discredited. Of a current CAP budget of
approximately €53bn, over €40bn are spent every year on “Pillar 1” income payments to farmers according to obsolete
criteria that have no connection with present-day policy aims. 

Much of this money goes to farms that are commercially viable without income payments1. Large amounts of public money
are being wasted to no purpose, an unacceptable situation in these times of crisis in public finances. It is time to reform the
rationale and mechanisms for Pillar 1 support.

Meanwhile, the EU is failing to meet environmental aims that are intimately tied up with farming and the use of rural land,
such as the target to halt biodiversity decline by 2010. A key action for achieving this target is to maintain the types of
farming that continue to harbour a wide range of wildlife, because they have not been intensified to the degree of
mainstream “industrialised” farming. This is High Nature Value (HNV) farming. 

HNV farming typically involves more traditional, low-intensity systems that tend to generate lower incomes from the market
and also to receive the smallest Pillar 1 payments. The pressure is therefore on HNV farmers to either abandon or intensify
their farming system in the search for better returns – both paths are major causes of biodiversity loss and of the decline in
other ecosystem services associated especially with extensive livestock systems, such as storing carbon in permanent
grasslands and reducing fire risk in southern regions.

In March 2010, five leading farming and environmental NGOs published a joint paper presenting their proposals for a new
CAP2. This proposes a coherent European agricultural policy based on a new contract between society and farmers, with
support re-directed towards those who produce environmental benefits, underpinned by a strong common framework of
standards. A system of tiered payments to promote sustainable farming systems and ensure the delivery of public goods. 
This includes a basic area payment with conditions attached, additional payments targeted at more environmentally
valuable farming systems – HNV farming and organic farming – and higher tier agri-environment payments and capital
grants for specific objectives. 

On 19-20 July, a major European conference took place as the culmination of Commissioner Cioloş’s public consultation on
the CAP post-2013. Many contributors supported the re-targeting of CAP support in favour of farming types that are most
valuable in terms of public goods, and most in need of economic support to be viable, including HNV farming.

This paper explores in more detail, from the point of view of EFNCP, BirdLife International, Butterfly Conservation Europe and
WWF, how a targeted Pillar 1 scheme for HNV farming should work. The paper complements the NGO joint paper, specifically
focusing on the HNV farming issue – the other schemes proposed in the joint paper are no less important for the
sustainability of EU farming.

While in the NGO joint paper the continuation of a two pillar CAP was not advocated, we believe that given the political
likelihood of this structure remaining, the HNV farming support scheme would fit better into Pillar 1: in this way support to
HNV farming would be delivered in a consistent and cost-efficient manner across the EU through direct payments. This
should be additional to existing Pillar 2 agri-environment schemes, which remain essential for delivering targeted
biodiversity management. 
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1 LEI(2010) Farm viability in the European Union: assessment of the impact of changes in farm payments, http://www.lei.dlo.nl/publicaties/PDF/2010/2010-011.pdf 
2 BirdLife, EEB, EFNCP, IFOAM, WWF (2010) Proposal for a new EU Common Agricultural Policy, http://cap2020.ieep.eu/assets/2010/6/10/NGO-CAP-proposal.pdf



What is HNV farming?

The term High Nature Value (HNV) farming is used to describe broad types of farming that, because of their characteristics, are inherently
high in biodiversity. Typically, these are low-intensity farming systems. Since the 1990s there has been a growing recognition that the
conservation of biodiversity in Europe depends on the continuation of these farming systems across large areas of the countryside.3

Farming in Europe ranges from the most intensive production systems, normally on more fertile land, to very low-intensity, more
traditional land-uses, usually found on poorer land. It is well documented that a more intensive application of machinery, fertilisers,
biocides and livestock reduces the opportunities for wildlife on cropped and grazed land. For example, grasslands that have not been
sown or fertilised can harbour as many as 135 species of flora per square metre (eg. in Iberian wooded pastures), compared with as few
as one or two plant species on intensively managed grasslands. The intensification of farming also tends to eliminate features such as field
margins and uncultivated patches that are valuable refuges for wildlife. For these reasons, intensive farming is inherently low in biodiversity.

By contrast, at the lowest end of the farming intensity spectrum, the productive land itself supports a range of biodiversity, especially
when a high proportion of the land is in, or close to, a ‘semi-natural’ state4 (eg. hay-meadows, pastures and orchards that are not
heavily fertilised or regularly re-sown). Low-intensity farming of this sort still covers extensive areas of Europe’s more marginal regions.

Biodiversity conservation goals in Europe cannot be met solely by protecting particular habitats, species or areas, such as under Natura
2000. We must also maintain the low-intensity land-uses that favour the dynamics of natural processes and create opportunities for
many of our most valued habitats and species to flourish across large, contiguous areas of land. This function is especially important to
allow wildlife to adapt to climate change. These two approaches – Natura 2000 and support for HNV farming - are mutually supporting.
The Natura 2000 network protects a significant proportion of the HNV farming area, especially parts that are of recognised biodiversity
quality; while supporting HNV farming directly benefits the conservation of Natura 2000 farmland habitats, both within the designated
sites and in the wider countryside.

Estimates undertaken by the European Environment Agency (EEA) and the European Commission (JRC) suggest that over 30% of
farmland in the EU may be HNV farmland. In several countries, the figure is over 50%, and for some NUTS2 regions it is even higher.5
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3  Baldock D, Beaufoy G, Bennett G and Clark J, 1993. Nature conservation and new directions in the CAP. IEEP London
4  Semi-natural vegetation is naturally occurring (not planted) grass, scrub or woodland that is grazed and/or cut on a regular basis, resulting in a state that mimics
natural habitats.
5  Paracchini, M.L., Petersen, J-E., Hoogeveen, Y., Bamps, C., Burfield, I. and van Swaay, C., 2008. High nature value farmland in Europe. An estimate of the
distribution patterns on the basis of land cover and biodiversity data. European Commission Joint Research Centre, Institute for Environment and Sustainability.
Office for Official Publications of the European Communities, Luxembourg.

EU policy goals concerning HNV farming – biodiversity and rural development

COMMUNICATION FROM THE COMMISSION ON HALTING THE LOSS OF BIODIVERSITY BY 2010 AND BEYOND:
Natura 2000 and the conservation of threatened species will not be viable in the long-term without a wider terrestrial, freshwater 
and marine environment favourable to biodiversity. Key actions include: optimising the use of available measures under the reformed
CAP, notably to prevent intensification or abandonment of high-nature-value farmland, woodland and forest and supporting 
their restoration;

EU COUNCIL DECISION ON COMMUNITY STRATEGIC GUIDELINES FOR RURAL DEVELOPMENT:
To protect and enhance the EU’s natural resources and landscapes in rural areas, the resources devoted to axis 2 should contribute to
three EU-level priority areas: biodiversity and the preservation and development of high nature value farming and forestry
systems and traditional agricultural landscapes; water; and climate change.



The challenges faced by HNV farming

The majority of HNV farming is found on less productive land, where physical limitations (soils, topography, climate, remoteness) have
prevented intensification. Due to these same factors, HNV farmland generally has limited production options, compared with more
fertile land. Few if any alternative uses are possible. Large areas have been afforested in the past, mostly with public subsidy, a change
of use that often entails a considerable loss of biodiversity, landscape and socio-cultural values, as well as leading to severe wild-fire
problems in southern Europe.

Today the value of maintaining HNV farming is recognised for the multiple environmental goods such systems produce. But HNV
farming faces enormous challenges of socio-economic viability. As intensive farming expands and increases its yields, and as incomes
rise in the wider economy, it becomes harder to earn a living from HNV farming. 

Across vast areas of the EU’s most fragile rural landscapes, farmers faces stark choices between abandonment and intensification. Every
day, farmers are giving up and selling their stock. Landscapes rich in biodiversity and culture, beneficial for soil conservation and
climate change, and resistant to forest fires, are being lost to scrub, dense forest or new intensive uses, such as large irrigated
monocultures. Abandonment is a major issue that is already leading to serious biodiversity loss, for example for butterflies and birds7.
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Public goods and ecosystem services 

HNV farming produces most of the public goods associated with European agriculture, including landscapes well-suited for wildlife 
to adapt to climate change, carbon storage in the soils of permanent grassland, and reduced fire risk through extensive grazing in
southern regions. HNV farming is also a rich repository of rural culture, language and heritage.

Goods and services such as management of water quantity and quality and of air and soil quality are likely to be provided by HNV
practices such as low use of chemical inputs, low level grazing of wetlands, leaving some areas of scrub, fallow or a vegetated
understorey to fruit or olive trees. 

This demonstrates the importance of HNV farming systems for attaining EU policy goals. The success of key environmental
legislation such as the Water Framework Directive, the land use component of climate change targets and meeting the 2020
biodiversity targets are all heavily dependent on agricultural activity. While making changes to some of the more damaging activities
common in conventional agriculture is necessary, it is essential to maintain existing sustainable systems and the benefits they provide.

The importance of HNV farming for meeting environmental and poverty reduction goals was recognised in the recent ‘International
Framework for Agriculture Knowledge, Science and Technology for Development (IAASTD)’, an authoritative multi-government
approved scientific assessment of global agricultural knowledge and how it can ‘reduce hunger and poverty, to improve rural
livelihoods and to facilitate equitable environmentally, socially, and economically sustainable development’. The final reports
stressed heavily the importance of multifunctional agriculture, addressing the needs of small-scale farmers and incorporating local
and traditional knowledge more effectively into agricultural knowledge and technology.

A CAP re-orientated towards delivering public goods therefore must give high priority to supporting HNV farming types. Blanket
support to all farming will not achieve the EU’s policy goals.

6 http://www.agassessment.org/
7 Van Swaay, C., Cuttelod, A., Collins, S., Maes, D., Lopez Munguira, M., Šašić, M., Settele, J., Verovnik, R., Verstrael, T., Warren, M., Wiemers, M. and Wynhof, I.
2010. European Red List of Butterflies. Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union.
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Romania – shepherded sheep keeping woody pasture open.
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Poland – diverse small-scale arable landscape with semi-natural field boundaries.
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Poland – small arable farm

Family farm with parents working full time and 3 children part time. In addition to cereals, the farm produces pigs and vegetables 
(4 ha) for the market.

Area
Hectares

Calculation of
HNV Payment

Current Income
Situation

Proposed Income
Situation

Farm Size 11.5

UAA 11

Non-UAA Grazing

LU/ha 0.1

Total HNV Farmland Area 11 2900

Permanent Grassland

Arable 9.92

Permanent Crops 1

Total Biodiversity Features Area 0.5 150

Semi-natural Field Boundaries 0.5

Net Income from Production 7725 7725

Current Pillar 1 1950

Pillar 1 flat-rate @ €100/ha 1100

Proposed Pillar 1 HNV Payment 3050

Farm Business Income 9675 11875

Hours worked by family 4750 4750

Income per hour family labour 2.03 2.5

Available to reinvest if family labour paid 
at €800/month

-14325 -12125
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Spain – low-intensity olive grove, part time. 3ha. Non-irrigated

This example of an HNV olive groves makes a loss with current Pillar 1 support. There are no agri-environment schemes available to
such farms in the region, and the farm is not eligible for LFA support as it is part-time (national rules). The proposed HNV payment
results in a small net profit. 

Farmer's labour is costed already in this example. So the 360 € is for his managerial time and re-investment.

Area
hectares

Calculation of
HNV Payment

Current Income
Situation

Proposed Income
Situation

Farm Size 3

UAA 3

LU/ha

Total HNV Farmland Area 3 900

Permanent Grassland

Arable

Permanent Crops 3

Total Biodiversity Features Area 0.2 60

Stone Walls, Terraces 0.06

Ponds

Others 0.14

Net Income from Production -900 -900

Current Pillar 1 390

Pillar 1 flat-rate @ €100/ha 300

Proposed Pillar 1 HNV payment 960

Farm Business Income -510 360



Spain – intensive olive grove. 15ha. Irrigated

Example from Olivae no. 111, 2009. In marked contrast to the HNV olive grove, this intensive irrigated farm makes a large profit even
with no Pillar 1 support.

Area
hectares

Calculation of
HNV Payment

Current Income
Situation

Proposed Income
Situation

Farm Size 15

UAA 15

Total HNV Farmland Area 0

Permanent Grassland

Arable

Permanent Crops

Total Biodiversity Features Area 0

Net Income from Production 58017 58017

Current Pillar 1 21390

Pillar 1 flat-rate @ €100/ha 1500

Proposed Pillar 1 HNV Payment 0

Farm Business Income 79407 59517

Hours worked by family Not Available Not Available
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Spain – HNV olive grove with semi-permanent understorey
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