
Soil is the basis of food production, yet its loss and degradation currently threaten many EU regions. Soil erosion by water 
affects 16% of Europe’s total land area and 1 million hectares in the EU are threatened by wind erosion. Moreover, 45% of 
European soils show low levels of organic matter1. These problems result in poor nutrient balances, reduced drainage and 
water retention capacities, contributing to lower crop yields. Agricultural practices are responsible for over 90% of NH3 
(ammonia) emissions leading to soil acidification and erosion2. Current trends estimate that the overall societal cost of inac-
tion to adequately protect soils stands at €38 billion per year in the EU3. Soil degradation, in combination with changing 
climate patterns and economic constraints, can lead to the abandonment of arable land. Projections suggest that 19.8% of 
EU arable farmland could be abandoned by 20304. Organic farming, however, can offer solutions to many of the negative 
effects that agriculture places on soil.

SOIL

Knowledge transfer and 
advisory services (Articles 15-16) 

Options tailored specifically towards 
organic farmers to increase under-
standing and technical expertise on 
advanced soil management. 

Agri-environment-climate 
(Article 29)

Application of advanced soil man-
agement measures to enhance and 
maintain soil fertility, reduce soil ero-
sion including the introduction of 
hedgerows and landscape elements 
to respond to wind erosion.

Agro-forestry systems and forest 
measures (Articles 22-27, 35)

Agroforestry and the application of 
forest measures, in conjunction with 
organic farming, to enhance soil man-
agement and contribute to nutrient re-
cycling.

European Innovation Partnership (Arti-
cles 53, 61-63)

Support for knowledge exchange 
and collaboration between research-
ers, the organic sector and relevant 
stakeholders to stimulate participatory 
agro-ecological innovation on soil.

ORGANIC FARMING PROTECTS 
AND ENHANCES SOIL 

Enhanced soil fertility: Crop rotations 
which incorporate grass legume leys 
(e.g. clover, alfalfa, beans and peas) 
improve soil organic matter, and con-
sequently build soil fertility and reduce 
nutrient loss5. 

Erosion control:  Soils with good struc-
ture improve water infiltration, reduce 
surface runoff where  soils are lost to 
streams, lakes and rivers, and help to 
reduce soil erosion6.

Reduced soil acidification: Farmyard 
manure improves soil organic matter 
and releases nitrogen more gradually 
than synthetic nitrogen fertiliser. Live-
stock is the main source of NH3 emis-
sions, however organic farms, have 
lower livestock densities and as a result 
can have about 40% lower NH3 emis-
sions per hectare than conventional 
farms7.
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New rural development measures8, in combination with organic farming (Ar-
ticle 30), offer targeted solutions for sustainable soil stewardship. Relevant 
measures include: 
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GERMANY: POLICY SUPPORT 
FOR ORGANIC FARMING

In the German region of Rheinland-
Pfalz the state government recog-
nises organic farming as a system 
approach that can contribute to 
keeping arable soils in a good state, 
socio-economic development and 
climate action. The Rheinland-Pfalz 
Rural Development Programme 
(2007-2013) “PAUL”9 aims to expand 
organic food production through in-
creased payments by combining or-
ganic farming with agri-environment 
measures. Moreover, increased sup-
port for ecological infrastructure on 
agricultural land and the introduc-

tion of diversified crop rotations seek 
to improve the economic resilience 
of farms10. “PAUL” has prioritised or-
ganic farming by increasing the or-
ganic farming premium by 20-25% 
and providing extra payments for 
animal welfare measures, advisory 
services, research, test fields, edu-
cation as well as regional market-
ing and food chain management. 
Between 2000 and 2010 Rheinland-
Pfalz tripled its total area of organi-
cally managed land (5.3% in 2010) 
and doubled the number of organic 
farms. 
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SPAIN: ENRICHING LANDSCAPES TO 

FIGHT AGAINST SOIL 

EROSION

In the Spanish region of Andalusia, cli-
matic conditions and well as the pres-
ence of crops on sloping land are a ma-
jor cuase of soil erosion. Between 2000 
and 2010, the CAAE Association devised 
a “Campaign for landscape diversifica-
tion and conservation in rural areas”. 4 
million plants were distributed across 
Andalusia to around 6,000 farmers (of 
whom 65 % were organic). This includ-
ed plant bushes, shrubs and windbreak 
trees. The aim was to restore and main-
tain the rural landscape, protect soils 
from water and wind erosion and bet-
ter fight against droughts and floods. 
The programme also sought to increase 
crop production, fight naturally against 

pests and increase wild-life habitats11. It 
included free training courses and tech-
nical factsheets to advise farmers about 
plant species and varieties best adapted 
to the needs of their farms.
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