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Since Austria’s accession to the EU, AK has been 
campaigning for high standards in agriculture and 
food production through common EU regulations. 
The demands of AK regarding the EU’s Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP) were, and essentially remain, 
more equitable distribution when granting aid, more 
stringent environmental requirements as a prerequisite 
for receiving aid, raising minimum standards 
throughout the EU, climate-neutral agricultural 
production, higher animal protection and improved 
working conditions for workers in agriculture. AK is 
convinced that these issues are widely accepted by 
the public. 

In order to improve the situation for workers 
effectively, one of the most important demands is to 
link agricultural subsidies not only to environmental 
standards, but also to maintaining working standards. 
An equitable, eco-friendly and socially acceptable 
agricultural system must also benefit the workers in 
agriculture. 

Consumers should not have to have a bad conscience 
when they go shopping. Therefore, we need higher 
standards to ensure a healthy and sustainable 
food production system with reliable minimum 
requirements for all products offered on the market. 
Moreover, consumers should be given comprehensive 
and readily understandable information through good 
labelling systems so they can choose products that 
comply with more extensive standards. Furthermore, 
AK sees the Commission’s “Farm to Fork” strategy 
(F2F) as an important milestone in the creation of 
a socially acceptable, climate-friendly agricultural 
and food production system, particularly since this 
would be accompanied through research, innovation 
and technology. Special attention should be focused 
on creating measures that are socially just towards 
workers and consumers. 

In the past, AK has expressed criticism repeatedly 
in its position papers on EU trade agreements, 
e.g. the Mercosur agreement. The intention of the 
Commission to support high safety and sustainability 
standards in future trade agreements is, therefore, 
a welcome step towards a more equitable global 
economy and society.

AK welcomes the fact that the F2F strategy is being 
implemented in close combination with other parts of 
the Green Deal, in particular the biodiversity strategy, 
the Action Plan for the Circular Economy and the zero-
pollution ambition. However, success will essentially 
be dependent on the CAP to actually implement F2F 
goals in full. All measures to combat the climate 
crisis are ultimately in the interest of agriculture and 
agricultural policy should play its part in order to avoid 
the feared damage caused by the climate crisis.

Executive summary

https://www.akeuropa.eu/eu-mercosur-trade-agreement-threat-people-and-nature
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1.  The contribution of the EU’s 
agricultural policy to F2F

The F2F strategy contains decisive plans, some 
with very specific aims that have been formulated 
quantitatively, that will have a major impact on the 
production of healthy foods, better climate protection 
and the reduction of environmental pollution. We 
consider the following proposals on agriculture 
to be particularly effective; these should therefore 
be properly implemented by the corresponding 
regulations:

• Reduction of the use and risk of pesticides by 50%

• Reduction of the use of fertilisers by at least 20%

• Reduction of the sale of antimicrobial products for 
productive livestock by 50%

• Increase of the percentage of land used for 
organic farming to 25% 

• Improving animal welfare

• Halting the loss of biodiversity

• An appropriate contribution to the reduction of 
greenhouse gas emissions (GHG).

The F2F strategy stipulates that these aims should 
be included in the strategic plans of Member States 
for the new CAP period. Therefore, the Commission 
should only accept the strategic plans to be submitted 
by Member States in the coming months if these 
aims can actually be achieved through their plans, if 
this is verifiable and if penalties are imposed in case 
the goals are not reached. The recommendations 
announced by the Commission must be of a binding 
nature because the Commission’s 2018 proposal on 
the CAP contained none of the figures for reduction 
that are now stipulated in the F2F strategy. Moreover, 
the F2F strategy is lacking a specific goal for 
agriculture to reduce GHGs that determines how high 
an appropriate contribution would be.

AK wishes to point out that the measures and goals 
defined in the F2F strategy have been called for by 
well-known agricultural economists and ecologists 
for some time and are regularly proposed as 
recommendations for the CAP. Many plans by the 
Commission for recent CAP periods in 1999-2006, 
2007-2013 and 2014-2020 were very ambitious for 
their time and the first draft of the Commission’s 
proposals pointed in the direction of this strategy. 
However, no consensus could be achieved in the 
past in the major bodies on agricultural policy. 
Furthermore, other relevant groups had no lasting 
influence on the results of negotiations; the result 
was that the final version of the CAP subsidy plans 
and the implementation programmes in the Member 
States brought about more modest success. Some 
studies even conclude that EU agricultural subsidies 
are an obstacle to green agriculture in Member 
States. A recent study by the Universities of Lund 
and Utrecht showed that out of the annual 54 billion 
euros in EU agricultural subsidies, only 4% were 
designated for climate- and environmentally friendly 
production methods. For the CAP period up to 2027 
currently under discussion, no fundamental reform 
of the current system of land payments is probable 
without effective ecological measures, the authors of 
the study fear. Every third euro in the EU budget will 
continue to be fed into agriculture. It is essential that 
these high levels of public funding are used effectively 
and do not focus on voluntary supportive measures 
that – as the past shows – do not achieve the desired 
effect. The opposition to mandatory ecological 
measures that would ensure success is in fact high. 
The Agriculture Council only wants to link 20% to 30% 
of subsidies to mandatory environmental regulations. 
This would mean that 70% to 80% of the planned 291 
billion euros for the next funding period within the first 
pillar of agricultural funds could be paid out without 
any control over the appropriate environmental 
effects. Therefore, AK calls on the Commission to 
utilise the tax money of European citizens carefully 
and to adhere to the planned aims of the F2F strategy. 
Payment of agricultural subsidies should be linked to 
achieve the goals.

The AK’s position

https://buel.bmel.de/index.php/buel/issue/view/227
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2590332220303675
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S2590332220303675
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2.  Sustainable food production and 
food security

2.1. Social sustainability

AK is convinced that the basis for sustainable food 
is provided by agriculture and food production that is 
sustainable in all aspects. AK considers this to include 
both economic as well as environmental and social 
dimensions of sustainability. Fortunately, the F2F 
strategy also refers to the fact that the European Pillar 
of Social Rights must be enshrined in the agricultural 
and food sector with regard to precarious, seasonal and 
unreported employment. The importance of personnel 
working in the agricultural and foodstuff sectors has 
been recognised due to the COVID-19 pandemic, while 
precarious working conditions have been highlighted 
at the same time. Therefore, AK wishes to insist on the 
announced proposal being implemented, that issues 
such as social protection for workers, good working and 
living conditions as well as health and safety at work 
must play an important role in the creation of fair and 
sustainable food production systems. AK calls on the 
Commission to determine effective EU-wide standards 
and to link EU agricultural subsidies to compliance with 
working and social standards. Linking EU agricultural 
grants for farmers to compliance with working and 
social standards would also be a logical result of CAP 
rules. Today farms that hire workers receive higher EU 
subsidies than the limit of 100,000 euros. In cases of 
serious violations of workers’ rights, no EU funds should 
be paid out or claimed back. Unfortunately, no such rule 
exists to date. Therefore, it should be included in the 
Commission’s regulation on the CAP.

2.2. Environmental sustainability – reducing 
pesticides 

Drinking water is one of the most precious foodstuffs 
for human beings, as long as it is not taken from 
ground water contaminated by nitrates or pesticides. 
AK welcomes the proposed measures to reduce 
the use and risk of chemical pesticides by 2030. 
The authorisation process for pesticides should 
take a closer look than previously at the possible 
contamination of water bodies and negative effects 
on biodiversity. The European Environment Agency 
report states that agriculture is the main reason 
why groundwater does not satisfy the required 
environmental quality standards. Therefore, more 
attention would have to be paid to environmental 
impacts in pesticide authorisations. Furthermore, 
legislation on the CAP and the Sustainable Use of 
Pesticides Directive should be formulated so that 
aquatic ecosystems and biodiversity are not adversely 
affected. 

2.3. Sustainable use and reduction of fertilisers

We expressly welcome integrated foodstuff 
management in order to reduce nitrogen and 
phosphorus leaching into the environment, 
in particular into groundwater. The European 
Environment Agency report reveals the influence 
of agriculture on the fact that water bodies in some 
regions of Europe have not yet attained a good 
environmental state. In Austria, around 10% of 
groundwater is contaminated with nitrates and around 
8% with pesticides. Although voluntary measures 
have been offered in Austria’s Agri-Environmental 
Programme ÖPUL since 1995, no comprehensive 
protection against pollutants leaching into the 
groundwater has yet been achieved. Comprehensive 
legal measures were needed for areas that were 
especially heavily contaminated to manage 
groundwater protection in areas intensively used by 
agriculture to adhere the legal limits for nitrates (<50 
mg/l) and pesticides (<0.1 µg/l). These experiences 
show that voluntary measures are not sufficient and 
that mandatory environmental regulations are needed 
in the CAP in order to reduce pollutants leaching 
into the environment. Furthermore, AK wishes to 
emphasise that a reduction in chemical synthetic 
fertilisers leaching into the environment should be 
achievable in combination with the aim of increasing 
the land area for organic farming. 

2.4. Organic farming

The aim of achieving at least 25% of agricultural 
land farmed organically in the EU by 2030 and a 
considerable expansion of organic aquaculture 
is expressly welcomed by AK. The percentage of 
organic farms in Austria is 22% and the percentage 
of agricultural land farmed organically is 26%, 
meaning that this goal has already been achieved. 
Further growth would nevertheless be welcome. The 
Green Report states that organic farms generate 
comparatively higher income. This shows that organic 
farming has the potential to improve incomes in 
the agricultural sector while relieving the burden on 
the environment and increasing the sustainability 
credentials of foodstuffs. The objection voiced by 
ministers for agriculture, that there is no market 
demand for a greater offering of organic products, is 
not plausible. First of all, surveys and reports show 
that demand for and consumption of organic products 
is growing constantly. Secondly, in the past demand 
was stimulated only when attractive and readily 
available organic products were offered. Increasing 
the organic percentage will also help to achieve the 
goals to reduce pesticides, fertilisers and antibiotics. 
It would, therefore, be constructive to review national 
CAP strategic plans to determine to what extent 

https://gruenerbericht.at/cm4/jdownload/send/2-gr-bericht-terreich/2167-gb2020
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they contain measures to promote organic farming 
and the corresponding measures. If such aims are 
missing, CAP strategic plans must be corrected so 
that European goals can be achieved. However, AK 
wishes to underline two important aspects: Extending 
organically farmed land must not lead to a drop in 
organic standards. And organic products must be 
affordable because part of the added cost or decrease 
in profit from production is covered by the subsidies.

2.5. Climate change – plant health – biotechnology 

According to the F2F strategy „new innovative 
techniques, including biotechnology […], may play a 
role in increasing sustainability, provided they are safe 
for consumers and the environment while bringing 
benefits for society as a whole.” At this point, AK 
would like to draw attention to the importance of 
the aspect of safety in biotechnology. A discussion 
about New Gene Technology (NGT, New Genome 
Techniques, New Breeding Techniques and Synthetic 
Biology) and how relevant EU legislation needs to 
be formulated is underway at the European level. In 
case C-528/162, the CJEU clearly decided that new 
mutagenesis techniques fall within the scope of EU 
gene technology law and are subject to the obligations 
contained therein. This means legal security and 
freedom of choice, in particular for consumers. 
Therefore, AK would like to emphasise that products 
created using new genomic technologies and brought 
to market, must be identified in the future as well. 
The authorisation process for a product should also 
assess possible effects on health and environment in 
the case of these new technologies as well.

2.6. Better regulations for healthier foodstuffs 

The aim of F2F is that the healthiest foods should 
also be the cheapest. This intention seems to be 
necessary in this period of the Corona virus, where 
millions of people throughout the EU are out of work 
and lack a sufficient livelihood. However, it is not clear 
how this proposal is to be implemented. Price surveys 
conducted by AK show that buying organic foods, 
for example, results in clearly higher expenditure 
for households. Healthy vegetables are significantly 
more expensive than many high-calorie, less healthy 
foodstuffs. Subsidy schemes to promote healthy 
food production should have an influence on prices 
as well. Therefore subsidies for organic farming, 
for example, should be part of the price calculation 
and benefit consumers. Insofar as tax relief is being 
considered for foods that are classified as healthy and 
sustainable, it must be ascertained whether these tax 
benefits are passed on to consumers.

Mandatory regulations are needed to guarantee the 
production of sustainable foods as the basis for 
consumers’ choices when shopping. EU citizens must 
be able to rely on being able to buy products in the EU 
with a good conscience. More sustainability cannot 
be left to the responsibility of consumers alone, 
by expecting them to prefer sustainable products 
when shopping. Policies must create a binding legal 
basis and prohibit undesirable practices. Healthier 
products do not contain residues from pesticides or 
fertilisers. The reduced use of antibiotics in livestock 
farming would not only have a positive effect on 
healthy nutrition and reducing dangerous resistance 
to antibiotics, but also functions with improved animal 
husbandry, which is wanted by consumers. Therefore 
higher general standards in livestock farming are 
required for animal products in the EU. 

In addition, better labelling of foods would be 
welcome. Origin labelling per se is not an indication 
of quality. In order to avoid deceptive or misleading 
messages, this information should be linked to 
information on the sustainability of production and 
processing of food and its raw materials. Social 
sustainability should also be guaranteed by ensuring 
social rights in the agricultural and food sector 
with regard to precarious, seasonal and unreported 
employment. Furthermore, information on animal 
welfare must also be given in the case of animal-
source foods. Only the combination of this information 
makes comprehensive labelling possible that does not 
mislead and promotes a more sustainable lifestyle. 
It is essential that criteria for the conditions in which 
animals are kept and for sustainability are developed 
on the basis of independent and transparent scientific 
findings. The relevant labelling requirements have to 
be applied as standard on the basis of these criteria. 
Regionality should also be defined as a standard 
for regional products. Products that are advertised 
as regional should not simply contain regional raw 
materials and be produced regionally. In the case 
of animal-source foods, in particular, exclusively 
regionally produced feed should be used if the food is 
to be labelled as a regional product. The mandatory 
origin labelling for foodstuffs announced recently 
should also include the origin of the feed used for 
animal products as a mandatory requirement so that 
an animal source product produced using Brazilian 
soy, for example, is not labelled as a European product 
in the EU, since this would not satisfy consumers’ 
expectations. Soy used as feed in livestock farming 
in the EU also contributes to the destruction of the 
rainforests and therefore is highly questionable in 
terms of climate protection and cannot be declared 
sustainable. 
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3.  EU trade policy for sustainable 
products

Trade agreements which do not consider social 
and environmental standards are not acceptable 
to the public in general. As stated at the outset, 
AK has repeatedly stated its position on this issue. 
Representatives of the agri-industry justify their 
massive resistance to raising EU standards by stating 
that imports do not satisfy these standards, even 
though the EU has the highest agricultural exports 
worldwide.

AK expressly supports the Commission’s plan to better 
assess the impact of trade agreements on biodiversity 
and to take follow-up action to strengthen biodiversity 
provisions in existing or, where appropriate, new trade 
agreements. In this context, AK takes the liberty of 
pointing out, however, that this requires corresponding 
studies to be carried out before the start of negotiations 
and update in the course of the negotiations in order 
to be able to incorporate results into the negotiation 
process and take follow-up action. The final draft of the 
Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA) for the highly 
controversial Mercosur trade agreement, not least 
from an environmental and climate policy point of view, 
only became available about a year after the political 
agreement was reached. One of the conclusions of 
this study is that the trade agreement could potentially 
increase the use of fertilisers and pesticides and 
the expansion of agricultural production and cattle 
breeding could increase deforestation of the rainforest. 
The extent to which the subsequently formulated 
recommendations will actually still be taken into 
account more than a year after the announcement of 
the political agreement remains questionable, not least 
in view of the current policies of Brazilian President 
Bolsonaro.

Modern trade agreements should include “buy local” 
provisions and should also be considered from a 
climate and environmental perspective. Concrete 
support measures – such as technology transfer or 
capacity building – must be provided for developing 
countries with a high level of biodiversity so that the 
high level of biodiversity in these countries can be 
maintained and is not destroyed due to economic 
constraints. Tariff reductions should be limited 
to environmentally-, climate- and biodiversity-
friendly goods. Therefore, the negotiations on the 
Environmental Goods Agreement (EGA) of the WTO 
should be brought to a speedy conclusion. AK once 
again refers to its statements on the “European Green 
Deal”, which deals comprehensively with the topic of 
international trade policy.

Therefore AK welcomes the proposal of the 
Commission to include the priorities of the F2F 
strategy in its policy guidelines for cooperation 
with third countries in the 2021-2027 period. In 
addition to standards for food safety, the bilateral 
trade agreements of the EU can act as the means to 
encourage third countries to adopt EU environmental 
standards. Imported foods should, according to the F2F 
strategy, comply in the future with the requirements and 
standards of products produced in the EU in terms of 
sustainability.

https://power-shift.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Study-on-the-EU-Mercosur-agreement-09.01.2020.pdf
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