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Abstract: Amidst growing concerns about the impact of agriculture on the environment, the Com-
mon Agricultural Policy (CAP) has been overhauled to prioritize sustainable rural development in
European agriculture. Based on this line of thought, the present contribution delves into the details of
the CAP’s shift, focusing on the main environmental concerns faced in the policy-making framework.
Grounded in a political science perspective, the current study looks at how environmental and climate
change concerns were gradually elevated inside the CAP’s policy-making framework and how they
helped create the “green architecture” for European agriculture. Examining the process of policy
change under the lens of historical institutionalism and neo-institutionalism within the multilevel
governance framework of the European Union (EU), the key role played by the gradual introduction
of measures aimed at promoting measurable environmental criteria and climatic targets is highlighted.
For instance, measures aimed at preserving carbon-rich soils and enhancing water resources can have
positive impacts on the environment. However, these measures were also recognized to increase
the cost of production for the European farmers, who faced serious difficulties in adjusting to the
new framework. Within this context, this research delves into the roles played by two additional
fundamental entities: the consumer and environmental activism. Additionally, the study underscores
the EU’s commitment to addressing climate change and sustainable development challenges and
how conditionality is being used to link funding to results. Upon analyzing the CAP’s shift, the
reflection of a more flexible and rational approach is argued to be embodied by the new policy
architecture. By incorporating both CAP pillars, encouraging collaboration with compatible policies,
and allowing for greater adaptability in response to the unique circumstances and objectives of each
member state, the CAP is taking significant steps towards sustainability and climate action. These
insights into the significance and implications of the CAP’s shift towards sustainability offer valuable
recommendations for future policy developments, emphasizing the need to balance environmental
concerns with the needs of farmers and other stakeholders.

Keywords: sustainability; environmental impact; circular economy; climate targets; policy-making;
policy change; stakeholder engagement; agriculture; common agricultural policy (CAP)

1. Introduction

The Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) in the European Union (EU) has had asso-
ciated costs and benefits that are largely variable over time and country, and based on
such differences, EU member states (MSs) have consolidated diverging agendas and ex-
pectations regarding it [1]. The CAP involves multiple actors, from bureaucrats to sectoral
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interests’ stakeholders, from governmental institutions to pressure groups, such as con-
sumer and environmental activism, interested in agriculture [2]. In addition to economic
benefits, the CAP integrates social and environmental aspects, promoting a resilient and
sustainability-oriented agricultural structure throughout the EU [3]. This strategy preserves
favorable environmental conditions that allow farmers to benefit from soil resources and
maintain financial stability through continuous agro-food production [4], with broader
implications (refer to [5]). Agricultural income not only supports farming households
and communities in peri-urban and rural areas [6] but also contributes to society’s overall
gains from agricultural production [7]. In addition, agricultural activities are susceptible to
climate change [8] while contributing to mitigation of global warming through greenhouse
gas emissions reduction and carbon storage [9].

Especially during the last three decades, the CAP policy-making process has been
evolving towards the creation of a sustainable and eco-friendly framework for European
agriculture [10], promoting environmental consciousness at all levels of decision-making
within the EU’s complex multilevel governance framework [11,12]. However, despite
the evident evolution of the CAP towards sustainability, there is a need to comprehen-
sively examine the mechanisms driving this shift, especially considering the institutional
characteristics of the CAP operation. Therefore, this study seeks to address the following
research questions:

1. What are the key drivers of institutional shifts in the EU CAP, particularly in relation
to environmental and climate change considerations?

2. How have these institutional shifts affected the sustainability and environmental
impact of agricultural practices within the EU?

Framed within this context, our contribution delves into the theoretical underpinnings
of policy change, specifically examining the concepts of neo-institutionalism and historical
institutionalism to better understand the mechanisms driving this shift. These theoretical
approaches emphasize the role of institutional factors in shaping policy outcomes and the
importance of historical contexts in understanding policy development. Examining the pro-
cess of policy change under the lens of historical institutionalism and neo-institutionalism,
we discuss the role played by the gradual introduction of measures aimed at promoting
measurable environmental criteria and climatic targets. Additionally, our study unravels
the EU’s commitment to climate change and sustainable development challenges, such as
the Agreements on Agriculture (AoA) stated at the Uruguay Round (1986–1994) [13,14]
and the UN-Paris Agreement in 2015 [12,15], and how conditionality is being used to
link funding to results [16]. These insights into the significance and implications of the
CAP’s shift towards sustainability offer valuable recommendations for future policy de-
velopments, emphasizing the need to balance environmental concerns with the needs of
farmers and other stakeholders in line with the international context in which European
agriculture operates. Therefore, our study, based on an extended literature review, proposes
a thorough analysis of the challenging long-term “greening” transformation of the CAP
through an integrated methodology, using instruments from ‘historical institutionalism’
and ‘neo-institutionalism’ and, at the same time, taking into consideration the multilevel
governance framework of the decision-making process within the EU.

The above procedure seems to be the most appropriate to explain the delay in imple-
menting environmentally effective reforms due to the institutional characteristics of CAP
operation, as illustrated below. Moreover, for example, decisions on agricultural funding
are now made not on an annual basis, as before 1992, but on a multi-year basis. During
these multi-year periods, changes occur in the international environment, developments in
the market for agricultural products, foreign trade, etc. These influence the decisions of
the European Commission (EC) and the MSs as far as their choices for agricultural policy
are concerned. In addition, different pressure groups, in different phases, dominate inside
the EU, while the composition of the EC is also changing. These shifts often contribute to
policy changes and drive wider CAP reforms [17].
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This paper is structured into eight main sections, each working towards providing
answers to the research questions and objectives. First, we delve into ‘historical institu-
tionalism’ and ‘neo-institutionalism’ as a logical framework for interpreting policy change.
Then, we proceed to unveil the forces of change by examining institutional shifts in pub-
lic policy. Following this, we continue with exploring the dynamics and forces driving
institutional changes within the EU CAP, with a particular focus on environmental consid-
erations. Subsequently, we examine the CAP’s journey towards sustainability and its role
in safeguarding agriculture in the face of climate change. We also analyze the competing
goals in CAP implementation and emphasize the latent shift towards new environmental
targets. We chart the course for a greener CAP while exploring new territories. Finally, in
the conclusions section, we summarize key findings and insights.

2. Methodology

In this section, the methodological approach employed for synthesizing and analyzing
the existing literature related to the CAP within the EU is elucidated. The chosen methodol-
ogy ensures a systematic and comprehensive scholarly synthesis, encompassing the process
of systematically gathering, analyzing, and summarizing existing knowledge, research,
and academic literature on a particular topic. A range of sources, including peer-reviewed
academic articles, reports from EU authorities, and other relevant publications, has been
selected based on their significance and contribution to the understanding of CAP policy
evolution, institutional shifts, environmental considerations, and their impacts. The ana-
lytical approach comprises three distinct steps. Firstly, a thematic analysis is conducted,
dividing the literature into key themes and concepts related to CAP policy evolution, in-
stitutional shifts, and environmental concerns, allowing for the identification of common
trends and recurring patterns in the literature. Secondly, historical contextualization is
employed, organizing the literature chronologically to understand the historical aspects of
CAP transformation, trace the evolution of CAP policies over time, and assess the factors
driving these changes. Lastly, a comparative analysis of the different studies is undertaken
to identify variations, consensus, or contradictions in the literature. This approach, vi-
sually represented in Figure 1, aids in synthesizing diverse perspectives and viewpoints,
ultimately contributing to a more comprehensive understanding of the CAP’s evolution.

From a delimitation perspective, it should be noted that the quality and comprehen-
siveness of the available literature may vary, potentially introducing bias into the analysis.
However, through the selection of a diverse range of sources and the application of rigorous
analytical methods, an effort has been made to mitigate this potential bias and provide a
robust synthesis of the existing literature.
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Figure 1. Analytical Approach Steps: Flowchart illustrating the three key steps in the methodology
for synthesizing and analyzing existing literature related to the CAP within the EU.

3. ‘Historical Institutionalism’ and ‘Neo-Institutionalism’ as a Logical Framework
Interpreting Policy Change

During the latter half of the nineteenth century and the early portion of the twenti-
eth century, social scientists created a body of literature focusing on organizations and
their interconnections and concentrating research efforts on how bureaucratic structures
of organizations as well as the organizational structure within societies fostered ‘institu-
tionalization’ processes [18]. Until the 1950s, political science was concerned with the
analysis of governmental structures (from local to state), mainly in the United States and
the United Kingdom. This earlier approach, known as ‘old institutionalism’, focused on
the formal structures and institutions constituting such political entities [19]. However,
a behavioral movement that popularized new theories on how policies are formulated
and altered, including behaviorism, positivism, and rational choice theory, emerged to
complement it [20,21]. This led to a narrowed emphasis on institutions, which was progres-
sively dropped in favor of a thorough evaluation of people as the main policy influencers
instead of the institutions administering (and/or surrounding) them [22]. In 1977, Meyer
and Rowan’s work completely revised the ‘institutionalism’ approach [19], leading to a
resurgence of the issue in the ensuing decade, with important contributions from various
fields outside social science.
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The ‘neo-institutionalism’ term was coined in 1983 by March and Olsen, distinguishing
it from the ‘old institutionalism’ notion [23]. Neo-institutionalism focused on compara-
tive examinations of the autonomous impact of institutions on political behavior and
outcomes [24] as a means of expressing disagreement with the dominant ‘behaviorist’
mainstream [25]. Behaviorist viewpoints overestimate the role of institutions exerting a
direct impact on politics, disregarding that political institutions are more than passive
platforms for political conduct but also elements that may influence, at least in some ways,
political behaviors [19]. Historical institutionalism scholars have emphasized the idea that
every political action takes place within a given temporal context and that history influ-
ences decisions, actions, and occurrences in future times [26]. This perspective considers
history not as a collection of specific events but as a factor determining policy change [18].
The terms ‘new institutionalism’ and ‘historical institutionalism’, addressing progressive
changes to existing institutions or new and innovative policies and their connection to
policy reforms [27], are both highlighted and discussed widely in this study.

Historical institutionalism faced the challenge of institutional change despite its em-
phasis on institutional constancy [28]. A specific body of work on path dependence pro-
vided a useful perspective for examining the persistence (or absence) of policy change. Path
dependency refers to the fact that institutions, once established, tend to follow historically
set, particular trajectories, making it costly to change the pre-existing regime [29]. Institu-
tions become locked into and evolve along the trajectories that govern their dependency,
encompassing unintended outcomes and inefficiencies [19]. As a consequence, even when
the existing model is inadequate, key players tend to uphold it since it matches the needs of
its founders. Altering policies is rather difficult due to institutions’ resilience [30]. Owing
to the reinforcement of policy continuity by earlier decisions, public policies, and formal
frameworks often turn out to be difficult to modify [28].

As strategic actors integrate into the institutional environment, their effects grow,
and systemic factors increasingly constrain and delineate the strategic options available to
them [31]. Therefore, institutional change may transpire within a particular setting whose
breadth and attributes were influenced by earlier political and institutional decisions [32].
The idea of ‘point equilibrium’ was extensively studied in historical institutionalist analyses
of institutional evolution [33]. Institutions tend to be in a state of equilibrium throughout
the majority of their history, functioning based on the decisions made at the time of their
establishment or the most recent circumstances.

The ‘point equilibrium’ emphasizes how crucial the institutional atmosphere is in
influencing policy dynamics and the outcomes of future reforms [34]. Prolonged periods
of institutional stability and adherence to historical patterns can lead to critical junctures,
where pivotal decisions are made that can greatly impact the trajectory of a policy system
or a policy strategy [35]. When opportunities for significant institutional transformations
are both evident and practical, a critical juncture is characterized as a brief span of time
whereby uncertainties regarding the prospects of an institution create the groundwork for
policymakers to place the institution on an alternative development path [18]. However,
a critical juncture point does not always happen at a moment when its effects may be
seen retrospectively [36]. Thelen and Steinmo (1992) [24] contend that the critical juncture
actually happens much sooner in the process, prior to its impacts becoming apparent. A
‘short-period’ time interval pertains to how briefly institutions may alter their direction
before reverting to their prior dependencies. To deal with new issues, actors can select how
an institution should evolve over time and what new policies should be put in place [37].

In their systematic approach to institutional transformation, Streeck and Thelen
(2005) [38] added supplementary concepts to the conceptual framework of the histori-
cal institution. As per their research, policies that establish norms, allocate entitlements and
obligations to players that are backed by norms, and enable third-party enforcement can
also be thought of as institutions. Based on these premises, ‘institutional transformation’
can be considered a theory of policy change. Thus, policies may constitute rules for players
other than policymakers, and, if required, they will be enforced by agents acting in the
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interests of society, legitimizing institutions as policymakers. Streeck and Thelen (2005) [38]
identified five categories of institutional change: displacement, layering, conversion, drift,
and shock.

Displacement refers to the gradual modification of existing regulatory structures. This
represents the most basic form of institutional change and occurs when pre-existing ar-
rangements are contested (or ignored) in favor of new institutions and related behavioral
paradigms. Layering involves actively supporting changes introduced to an established
set of institutions by appending new regulations and/or institutions alongside or atop
the older ones. Andreou (2018) [19] proposes that in highly partisan states, layering is
a prevalent practice where new frameworks and/or laws are created to ‘control’ party
supporters without directly affecting state institutions. This creates tensions between insti-
tutions and policies, potentially giving rise to conflicts and institutional change. Moreover,
recent studies have shown that the COVID-19 pandemic [39] has created a shock to institu-
tional structures, culminating in significant policy changes—and likely more—across the
globe [39–42]. This unforeseen and abrupt disruption has compelled governments to enact
new policies and regulations in order to address the health and economic repercussions of
the pandemic [43].

Streeck and Thelen (2005) [38] highlighted the possibility of institutional drift, gradual
deterioration, or atrophy of institutions due to the failure to adapt to shifting political and
economic conditions. This drift can arise from gaps in regulations, and political sophistica-
tion is essential for effecting the needed changes. The neglect may or may not be intentional,
but institutions may be diverted to new goals, functions, or purposes due to emerging
environmental concerns, changes in the balance of power, or political struggles [44]. As a
result, unexpected outcomes are to be expected, and change requires compromise, which
may take time. Additionally, in contrast to the other four shift cycles, Streeck and Thelen
(2005) [38] identified exhaustion as a process that causes failure, occurring when an institu-
tion’s normal activities degrade its external environment and available resources. It usually
happens gradually rather than suddenly. When an institution experiences exhaustion, ac-
tivities within the organization degrade its functioning, contrary to drift, where the formal
integrity of an organization is retained despite becoming progressively dysfunctional.

Recent studies have emphasized the importance of institutional resilience, which
refers to the intrinsic ability of institutions to adapt to changing circumstances and main-
tain their functions and goals [45,46]. Institutional resilience can be attained through
proactive strategies, such as scenario planning and regular assessments of the institution’s
performance [47,48]. Furthermore, institutional resilience can be strengthened through the
establishment of flexible structures and decision-making processes that allow for quick
adaptation to change [49,50]. Finally, studies have shown that successful institutional adap-
tation requires the involvement of multiple stakeholders, including policymakers, private
actors, and civil society [51,52]. The engagement of diverse perspectives can augment the
institution’s capacity to identify (and respond to) emerging challenges [53].

4. Unveiling the Forces of Change: Examining Institutional Shifts in Public Policy

Extensive research in public policy has thoroughly examined the significance of con-
cepts and knowledge in systemic change [17,54,55]. Built on this, a significant part of the
political debate is considered to be in a continuous process of societal advancement stage
manifested through public policy. With the previous policy exerting the most significant
cognitive influence and the current policy reacting to the effects of earlier initiatives, public
policy functions as an educational endeavor or as a means of learning. Hall (1993) [56] refers
to this mechanism as “the purposeful endeavor to adjust the goals or tactics of public policy
in order to conform with old knowledge and new facts”, termed as ‘social learning’. The
majority of those involved in this learning process are professionals in public policy who
advise or serve the public sector from high-ranking positions at the intellectual subcultures
of society and the bureaucracy nexus.
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Three stages make up the process of changing public policy: the broad objectives
that guide policy in a given area, the methods (or tools) employed to accomplish those
objectives, and the real costs associated with those methods and instruments. Each stage
is composed of an equal number of variables. Historical institutionalists contend that
the creation of institutions and policies frequently leads to conflicts between groups with
different spheres of influence because they understand that institutions reflect, organize,
and reproduce uneven power relations. This conflict often culminates in changes in the
institution or policy under consideration [19].

5. From Policy Reform to Environmental Stewardship: Examining the CAP’s Journey
towards Sustainability

A supportive environment is required for agricultural operations in order to use nat-
ural resources, generate agro-food, and maintain farmers’ financial stability. Agriculture
yields benefits to the whole society, far beyond specific targets, such as sustaining farming
households and communities in rural or peri-urban areas [57]. However, the primary sector
has a two-fold impact on the environment. First, it directly impacts agricultural practices.
Second, it contributes to climate change by releasing greenhouse gases into the atmosphere.
To create a sustainable agricultural system throughout the EU, the CAP has integrated
social, economic, and environmental concerns and was more recently committed to addi-
tional international agreements addressing climate change and sustainable development
challenges (see also [58]). Building upon a more innovative, impactful, and comprehensive
approach to tackle the issues of climate change and sustainable development, ambitious
and forward-thinking frameworks for environmental-friendly actions were proposed. The
original principles of the CAP did not prioritize environmental conservation, but this
perception shifted as environmental issues became more politicized and pressing in the
early 1970s [59]. During the 1980s, several policy guidelines were released that highlighted
the significance of safeguarding the environment. These include the “Green Paper” on
the future of the CAP, a 1988 Communication on “Environment and Agriculture”, and
the guidebook “The Future of Rural Society”, among others. This stream of literature
emphasized the immediacy of minimizing environmental degradation [60]. The Green
Paper report acknowledged the importance of establishing institutionalized measures to
mitigate and prevent environmental degradation caused by intensive farming practices [61].
Techniques that prioritize greenhouse gas emissions reduction, carbon storage, and mainte-
nance/stabilization of food production have the potential to alleviate the repercussions of
climate change [62].

In the late 1980s and the early 1990s, there was a surge in consumer and environmen-
tal activism that advocated for policy reform. This movement was prompted by several
food-related scandals and the adverse ecological consequences of the agricultural practices
supported by the CAP. Moreover, the EU intensified its international efforts to address envi-
ronmental issues with global consequences [63], particularly after the United Nations (UN)
Conference on the Environment and Development in 1992. These internal and external
forces led to a major reform of the CAP in 1992, whereby environmental concerns became
increasingly critical in the subsequent policy revisions. The 1992 agri-environmental mea-
sures were novel and reflected the initial notable attempt to back a new type of agriculture
providing commodities and services that enhance the environment [64]. The notion of the
‘second pillar’ for rural development, initially introduced in Agenda 2000, continued to
develop and expand this operational concept [64,65]. The Rural Development Pillar of the
CAP was included in the Agenda 2000 reform package, which emphasized the importance
of safe agri-food products and environmental outcomes. This reform package aimed at
striking a balance between the need for environmental conservation and the provision of
direct incentives to producers in order to adopt more environmentally friendly practices
for the production of safe and healthy food.

Furthermore, the EU was required to change a number of domestic support policies in
order to be compliant with the Green Box criteria and non- or minimally trade distorting
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following the General Agreement on Tariffs and Trade (GATT), the AoA, and the current
negotiations within the World Trade Organization (WTO) [13,66]. In light of the General
Food Law (REGULATION (EC) No 178/2002 [67]) and traceability, which is defined as
“the ability to trace and follow food, feed, and ingredients through all stages of production,
processing, and distribution”, the CAP encouraged farmers to improve their agricultural
practices, taking into consideration food safety and environmental issues [13,68].

In accordance to the CAP regulations, MSs were required to take adequate environ-
mental safeguards while being granted flexibility in how they supported farmers alongside
environmental measures [69]. When MSs failed to comply with regulations, their fund-
ing from pillar 1 (mainly the direct payments scheme) was reduced or revoked, and the
unpaid amounts were redirected to their respective rural development programs [69,70].
Generally, the policy for rural development tries to integrate the local/territorial element,
taking advantage of particular characteristics of lagging regions by financing measures of a
structural nature [71] (Figure 2).
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Restoring, Preserving, and Enhancing Ecosystems. Priority 5: Resource-efficient, Climate-resilient
Economy. Priority 6: Social Inclusion and Economic Development. (Source: EC, Director-General for
Agriculture and Rural Development).

Additionally, MSs were incentivized to allocate a portion of these funds for developing
more environmentally friendly production techniques in the dairy and cattle industries
and training farmers in ecologically friendly practices to assist forests with high ecological
value and underserved areas (e.g., [72,73]) (see Tables 1 and 2). These measures were
geared towards enhancing the efforts toward environmental preservation and climate
action by requiring MSs to formulate complete national or regional programs that included
environmental conservation, among other rural activities [74,75].

Moreover, other than environmental measures are included within the Rural Develop-
ment Pillar, improving the competitiveness of agriculture and forestry, the quality of life
of the residents in the countryside and diversifying the rural economy to meet the new
challenges in a changing economic, social and climatic context within the EU and glob-
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ally [17]. Lastly, special attention is given to actions to promote research and innovation,
food safety, and the containment of populations in the European countryside. All of the
above intend to formulate an effective and sustainable framework of operation for rural
areas, contributing to its economic and social cohesion.

In the 2003 Mid-Term Review (MTR) of the CAP, cross-compliance became a manda-
tory requirement for all direct payments. The cross-compliance criteria were crafted to
ensure that farmers meet environmental and other standards before becoming eligible for
funding. The regulations for statutory management under Union law and the requirements
for maintaining excellent agricultural and environmental conditions were included in the
cross-compliance norms [76]. The MTR also introduced a ‘one farm payment’ system, which
departs from relying on output while being related to compliance with environmental, food
safety, and animal welfare criteria. The obligation to maintain all farms in excellent agricul-
tural and environmental condition was preeminent to this operational perspective [77]. To
promote the environment, quality, or animal welfare, direct payments were reduced for
larger farms, freeing up more funds for programs that meet these goals [77,78].

To maximize the use of natural resources, the CAP has urged farmers to adopt eco-
friendly procedures for growing plants and rearing animals over the last two decades,
incorporating new technology into their production processes. Farmers that satisfy three
environmental criteria are eligible for the green direct payment, which makes up to 30% of
the direct payment program budget under the CAP system (Figure 3).

Table 1. CAP expenditure and CAP reform path (by financial year). (Source: EC, Directore-General
for Agriculture and Rural Development).

Year
Export

Refunds
(€ bn)

Other
Market
Support

(€ bn)

Coupled
Direct

Payments
(€ bn)

Decoupled
Direct

Payments.
Excl:

(€ bn)

Greening
(€ bn)

Total Rural
Development.

Excl:
(€ bn)

Rural
Development

Environment/Climate
(€ bn)

CAP as %
EU GDP

(%)

2006 2.22 5.27 18.072 12.488 0.00 11.02 0.00 0.48

2007 1.34 3.41 6.617 26.613 0.00 8.025 2.675 0.46

2008 0.91 3.18 6.087 28.06 0.00 7.53 2.51 0.44

2009 0.62 3.27 6.256 29.538 0.00 6.307 2.102 0.45

2010 0.37 3.54 5.811 30.559 0.00 8.212 2.737 0.47

2011 0.18 3.16 3.314 33.567 0.00 8.775 2.925 0.46

2012 0.15 3.20 3.183 34.412 0.00 9.397 3.132 0.47

2013 0.06 3.09 2.79 35.583 0.00 9.292 3.097 0.47

2014 0.00 2.43 2.683 35.781 0.00 7.35 3.15 0.44

2015 0.00 2.63 2.994 35.295 0.00 7.819 3.351 0.43

2016 0.00 3.07 4.46 22.324 10.803 8.064 3.456 0.42

2017 0.00 2.86 4.524 22.676 10.840 7.371 3.159 0.40

2018 0.00 2.61 4.679 22.439 10.840 8.316 3.564 0.39

2019 0.00 2.37 4.632 22.311 10.806 9.394 4.026 0.39

2020 0.002 2.59 4.692 22.262 10.858 9.676 4.146 0.38

2021 0.00 2.56 4.696 21.978 10.775 10.255 4.395 0.38

2022 0.00 2.953 4.695 21.834 10.763 10.670 4.573 0.36
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Table 2. The integration of environmental concerns into the CAP through fundamental agri-
environmental indicators (EU-28, 2017–2018) (Source: European Parliament Fact Sheets on the
EU—The CAP).

Share of UAA Classed
as Natura 2000 Area

Including
Natural

Grassland
(%)

Share of Energy
Used in

Agroforestry of
Total Energy

Consumption
(%)

Share of UAA
Managed by

Farms by Low
Input Intensity

(%)

Share of
UAA under

Organic
Farming

(%)

Share of
Agriculture in
Production of

Renewable
Energy

(%)

Share of
Forestry in

Production of
Renewable

Energy
(%)

2018 2018 2017 2018 2018 2018

BE 7.1 2.4 63.0 6.6 18.8 36.3

BG 22.5 1.9 10.3 2.6 6.6 59.5

CZ 6.6 2.6 27.8 14.8 16.6 67.2

DK 4.0 4.3 42.7 9.8 7.1 42.9

DE 10.7 1.7 34.4 7.3 24.1 27.2

EE 5.8 4.3 29.2 20.6 0.3 94.5

EL 18.7 1.7 40.2 9.3 6.0 25.9

ES 16.6 3.0 27.0 9.3 9.8 29.0

FR 8.4 2.9 31.6 7.0 13.3 37.0

IE 3.6 2.0 31.1 2.6 2.6 18.6

IT 9.5 2.4 35.0 15.2 8.3 26.5

CY 6.3 2.7 61.4 4.6 5.9 11.8

HR 25.7 3.2 26.9 6.9 2.7 62.6

LV 6.4 4.5 28.4 14.5 6.0 85.8

LT 4.5 2.0 35.2 8.1 10.3 79.1

LU 21.1 0.6 30.6 4.4 11.5 52.2

HU 14.8 3.6 24.6 3.9 17.2 71.1

MT 8.1 0.9 38.2 0.4 4.8 0.0

NL 4.2 8.1 23.6 3.2 37.0 23.7

AT 11.8 2.0 21.0 24.1 5.4 47.0

PL 11.5 5.6 33.5 3.3 11.8 69.3

PT 17.8 2.4 30.6 5.9 5.2 41.8

RO 12.7 2.4 16.1 2.4 3.2 58.3

SI 23.5 1.5 35.5 10.0 1.9 51.8

SK 16.2 1.3 20.2 9.9 17.8 56.3

FI 1.1 2.7 37.5 13.1 2.7 74.1

SE 4.0 1.9 30.4 20.3 2.4 48.5

UK 2.6 1.0 32.3 2.6 11.3 26.9

EU-27 11.2 2.9 27.0 8.0 12.1 41.4

EU-28 10.9 2.7 27.2 7.5 12.1 40.3
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Figure 3. Distribution of direct payment expenditure by scheme (Claim Year 2021). (Source: EC,
Directore-General for Agriculture and Rural Development).

Variegating their crops, preserving permanent grassland, upholding biodiversity, and
allocating 5% of their arable land to ecologically beneficial areas (Ecological Focus Areas)
are the relevant intervention areas. In EU countries, the ratio of permanent grassland to
agricultural land was decided by national or regional authorities, with a 5% leeway [79].
Advanced digital applications and innovations, such as Blockchain, Internet-of-Things,
and Artificial Intelligence, and Immerse Reality, are expected to provide effective tools to
the farmers in order to achieve the above goals [80]. As an illustration, “Smart Farming”
applications for intelligent-edge computing will make it easier to deploy edge capacity
linked to agricultural equipment, enabling the real-time collection of agricultural data,
improved services for farmers, such as harvest prediction and farm management, and the
improvement of the food supply chain [80].

Several studies have suggested that cross-compliance is an efficacious tool for pro-
moting environmental and agricultural sustainability [81–84]. However, some scholars
have argued that cross-compliance alone may not be sufficient to meet the environmental
goals of the CAP [85], and a thorough combination with other policy instruments, such as
agri-environmental measures and payments for ecosystem services, could be indispens-
able [81,85]. Additionally, recent research has shown that the efficacy of the CAP’s green
direct payment scheme may vary depending on the farm characteristics and the local
context [86], suggesting the need for more targeted and flexible policies. Therefore, policy-
makers and scholars should delve deeper into evaluating the effectiveness of the CAP’s
environmental policies and identifying ways to improve them. The integration of agri-
environmental measures, payments for ecosystem services, and the use of targeted policies
contingent upon the farm and local context seems to be promising strategies bolstering
environmental sustainability while supporting agricultural production [87].

In the EU, regulations are in place to protect designated sections of permanent grass-
land, which cannot be transformed or cultivated by farmers [88,89]. However, certain
farmers, such as those enrolled in the small farmer’s program, are exempt from the green-
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ing regulations, and organic farmers are rewarded for their environmentally friendly
practices [8,90]. Failure to comply with greening regulations can result in reduced direct
payments [77,85,91]. The green direct payment system holds crucial significance in promot-
ing eco-friendly environmental practices and alleviating the impact of climate change on
agriculture [77,92]. The Cross-Compliance regime, although relatively lenient, provides
a framework for regulation and control mechanisms [83,93,94]. The agricultural industry
worldwide faces escalating pressure stemming from an expanding populace [95–97], urban-
ization [98–101], resource depletion [102–106], and climate change [107–109]. In the EU, the
repercussions of climate change are detrimentally impacting agricultural production and
environments [110,111]. European agriculture is at risk of extreme weather events, rising
temperatures, changing rainfall patterns, river flooding, coastal flooding, droughts, and
other impacts due to climate change [12,112]. While some regions may benefit from certain
climatic changes [113,114], most of them will experience negative effects, exacerbating the
existing environmental issues [107,108].

6. Safeguarding Agriculture in the Face of Climate Change: Exploring the Role of CAP

Studies have shown that climate change is anticipated to amplify the frequency of
extreme weather events, such as droughts, floods, or extreme temperatures, with a poten-
tially serious impact on agricultural production and the quality of food products [16,115].
The risks posed by climate change are particularly profound in the Mediterranean zone,
where agricultural output is expected to be negatively impacted by water shortage and a
sudden process of local warming [116,117]. Furthermore, these effects on agriculture will
likely exacerbate existing environmental issues, such as land resource depletion and soil
degradation, all while heightening the susceptibility of local regions [118–120]. Therefore,
implementing measures to mitigate and counterbalance the impact of climate change, such
as the green direct payment system, is of crucial importance in promoting sustainable
agricultural practices and preserving the environment [121].

Additionally, research has highlighted the importance of establishing quantifiable
standards for the Cross-Compliance regime, considering its comparatively lenient structure
and limitations in oversight mechanisms [79]. Moreover, farmers who disregard greening
regulations are penalized through reduced direct payments, indicating the importance of
complying with these regulations. Finally, the exemptions granted to certain farmers, such
as those enrolled in the small farmer’s program and organic farmers, ought to be carefully
evaluated for reasons of administration and proportionality [90].

Overall, protecting the environment and mitigating the impact of climate change
emerge as imperative objectives for upholding sustainable agricultural production in the
EU. The implementation of regulations, such as the green direct payment system and the
Cross-Compliance regime, hold crucial significance in promoting good environmental
practices ensuring compliance with environmental standards. To address the challenges
facing agriculture from climate change and land resource depletion, it is therefore essential
to implement sustainable production techniques and promote climate change and natural
resource management. The CAP endeavors to attain these aspirations, casting European
farmers in the role of primary environmental stewards, spending money, and engaging in
producing within (economically disadvantaged) rural areas [122]. The new CAP framework
for 2021–2027 champions a competitive and sustainable agricultural sector, supporting
farmers’ livelihoods and providing food to society while fostering vibrant rural communi-
ties. In this perspective, the European Green Deal (EGD), with a focus on agriculture and
rural areas, is a crucial tool in achieving the Farm to Fork (F2F) and biodiversity objectives.
The EGD represents a collection of policy initiatives strategically aimed at guiding the EU
towards a greener trajectory, ultimately striving to attain climate neutrality by the year
2050. Its core mission revolves around reshaping the EU into an equitable and flourishing
society equipped with a contemporary and competitive economy. By advocating for a
comprehensive and cross-disciplinary strategy, the deal aligns various pertinent policy
domains to contribute cohesively to the overarching climate-oriented goal. This compre-
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hensive program encompasses a diverse array of actions spanning climate, environment,
energy, transportation, industry, agriculture, and sustainable finance—all interconnected as
they pursue the common objective of fostering sustainability (see [123–125]). Embedded
within the EGD, the F2F strategy assumes a pivotal role, centering its attention squarely
on the food system. Its central objective entails enhancing the sustainability of the EU’s
food system across its entire continuum—from production to consumption. This is ac-
complished through the promotion of healthful and sustainable dietary habits, curbing
food wastage, enhancing food labeling standards, and endorsing ecologically conscious
agricultural methods. The overarching aim of this strategy is to ensure the availability of
secure, nourishing, and eco-friendly sustenance for all while concurrently mitigating the
environmental footprint of the food industry (see [126,127]). However, further noting the
holistic impact and salience of these initiatives lies beyond the scope of this present analysis.

The new CAP requires measurable environmental and climatic requirements to be met
in the context of obtaining direct payments [128]. This involves implementing agricultural
practices, such as the rotation of crops rather than diversification, safeguarding wetlands
to uphold carbon-abundant soils, and managing water resources in a sustainable manner.
Each MS is enjoined to formulate programs or incentives for farmers aimed at fostering
judicious agricultural practices. The new CAP also includes an escalated allocation of
resources from pillar 1 to pillar 2 for environmental and climatic policies, reflecting a
15% financial upgrade of environmental issues [80,129].

7. Competing Goals in CAP Implementation: Actors, Interests, and Bargaining

Historical institutionalism and rational choice institutionalism represent two research
methods used to elucidate the actions of MS governments and their impact on the EU
institutions. Leading scholars in the field of historical institutionalism, such as Pierson
(1996) [130] and Bulmer (2009) [131], have emphasized, on the one hand, the importance of
scrutinizing political and policy-related maneuvers in the context of multi-tier government.
To this effect, Bulmer introduced the concept of a ‘governance regime’ to analyze assorted
subsystem policies within the EU. On the other hand, rational choice institutionalism finds
its foundation in the realm of economics, revolving around the theory of rational behavior.
This approach was mainly harnessed to delineate the goals of MS governments within
the context of EU integration. According to this theory, governments willingly engage
in (and cede power to) the EU because they believe it affords them several advantages.
These benefits may include diminished transaction expenses, heightened efficacy of pol-
icy formulation, improved operational efficiency, and increased adherence to regulatory
frameworks [132].

However, it is worth noting that while rational choice institutionalism furnishes a
useful framework for dissecting the EU integration process, it has also been criticized for
oversimplifying the intricate interplays between actors and institutions [133]. Moreover, re-
cent developments, such as the Brexit referendum [134] and the rise of populist movements
in Europe [135], including the surge of right-wing ethnonationalism and the emergence of
authoritarianist governments –largely attributed to the austerity-driven economic strategies
of the preceding decade across various European nations [136], as well as the ongoing mi-
gration predicament [137]– have cast a spotlight on the underlying assumptions of rational
choice institutionalism. These events highlight the importance of examining the roles of
emotions, identity, and culture in the realm of EU politics [138].

The implementation of the CAP engenders varying costs and benefits across different
MSs, giving rise to competing goals and anticipations among actors involved in its develop-
ment. These entities may comprise various stakeholders, such as government officials with
specific agendas, committee bureaucrats, interest groups representing various industries,
and groups advocating for agricultural issues, among others [17,139]. By leveraging future
decisions regarding CAP reforms as a bargaining tool [139], the EC and the Council of
Agriculture and Rural Development Ministers historically sought to champion European
farmers’ interests through a leveling act involving major international partners (such as
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the UN and WTO members). However, these determinations have often disregarded the
opinions of consumer and environmentalist factions, especially in regard to environmental
issues [140].

Interestingly, a notable transformation in the annals of the CAP, especially in the
late 1990s, should also be ascribed to a number of unwanted episodes, or better, inci-
dents, including the advent of bovine spongiform encephalopathy [141], the detection of
dioxin contamination in Belgian food products [142], and the spread of foot and mouth
diseases [143]. These events engendered an elevated degree of awareness among con-
sumers, propelling them to clamor for heightened vigilance over matters of food safety and
quality. This change in consumer demand also brought to light apprehensions regarding
the influence of the CAP on animal welfare and the environment, spurring the formulation
of policies that address such issues [144]. The priority placed on food safety and quality
has been significantly accentuated among EU residents, largely due to the demand from
consumer groups. Consequently, these issues have been thrust to the forefront of the CAP
agenda. While the CAP’s position on these issues may vary, its political response has been
to address them in policy reform efforts [140].

8. The Latent Shift toward New Environmental Targets

More recent studies have emphasized the importance of harmonizing CAP policies
with the EU’s climate and biodiversity aspirations [145,146] while accentuating the im-
perative to integrate environmental and climate objectives into the CAP to ensure its
contribution to the EGD’s objectives [147,148]. Academic research has also emphasized
the necessity of dovetailing the CAP with the Sustainable Development Goals established
by the UN [147]. Specifically, the pertinence of Goal 2, which aims at reducing hunger,
attaining food security, enhancing nutrition, and fostering sustainable agriculture, is of
critical significance from this perspective [149,150].

The CAP, at least in its original formulation established in 1962 and lasting until
1992, saw little opposition from pressure groups representing farmers’ professional associa-
tions [64]. However, in the following years, the European agricultural model’s detrimental
environmental impacts diminished the influence of consumer and environmental advo-
cacy movements [151]. These movements subsequently garnered greater sway within EU
institutions, propelled by food-related scandals and escalating environmental effects [70].

Although politically justified, the economic philosophy behind cross-compliance,
which involved the addition of new conditions to existing income support, remains unclear.
The query emerges as to whether this constitutes a valuable policy tool. Several studies
have intimated that direct payments were allocated in accordance with agricultural policy
objectives rather than environmental objectives [152–154]. As a result, farmers who heavily
rely on direct payments may not necessarily align with those who inflict substantial harm
to the environment [155].

It is crucial to contemplate the decision-making process regarding the allocation of
direct payment savings, particularly those stemming from farmers’ non-compliance [156].
MSs could only withhold 25% of funds obtained through the implementation of cross-
compliance (see [157]), thereby offering little incentive for states to establish a reliable
control system. This deficiency in follow-through by the MSs indicates a discrepancy
between political rhetoric and reality [13]. Consequently, new ‘players’, such as consumers
and environmental movements, gained importance in the reform process, as well as the
gradual wane of producer pressure organizations resulting from the contraction in rural
populations. The decline in rural populations, both in terms of absolute numbers and as
a share of the overall workforce in the EU [13,158], adds a pivotal contextual layer. This
decline prompts an exploration into the underlying causes behind the dwindling appeal
of agriculture as a viable livelihood, even in the presence of substantial funding. This
necessitates a broader examination of the political economy driving the agrarian crisis,
considering its far-reaching consequences and implications. Moreover, it is essential to
recognize the role of disparities and social injustices in this landscape. While the shift in
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dynamics has paved the way for new participants, such as consumers and environmental
movements, to influence reform processes, the gradual decrease in rural populations has
impacted producer pressure organizations. These organizations have historically played a
significant role but have diminished in influence due to the changing demographic com-
position in rural areas. It is worth acknowledging that between 1960 and 1990, there was
an overarching reduction of the active rural populace by 54.9% [17]. This shift occurred
as the strain on rural incomes gradually compelled a significant portion of the workforce
engaged in the primary sector to transition into the secondary and tertiary sectors of the
economy, often necessitating a move from rural areas to urban centers [17]. Recent literature
suggests that CAP’s current system perpetuates socioeconomic disparities, particularly in
peripheral (rural) areas while favoring large agricultural enterprises and consolidating land
ownership [159]. This consolidation of land ownership contributes to the displacement of
small-scale farmers and the exclusion of marginalized groups, thereby sustaining patterns
of social injustice. Moreover, studies show that CAP has faltered to deliver on its environ-
mental objectives despite earmarked budget allocations for these specific purposes [146],
indicating the urgent need for a reform ensuring sustainable agricultural practices.

The Green Payment Scheme represents a critical juncture in the progression of the
CAP in terms of both its configuration and implementation. With the inception of this
scheme, the compliance of producers with environmental regulations became quantifiable,
and explicit criteria were established for the allocation of direct payments. Furthermore,
the most recent iteration of the CAP, covering the period from 2021 to 2027, places a
greater emphasis on the targeted allocation of resources in order to align with the EU’s
climate goals. This change is propelled by the recognition of the severe and widespread
impacts of climate change on agriculture, exerting its impact across the entirety of the
food production continuum. The new framework of the CAP addresses these issues by
implementing measures that laser-focus on climate action and sustainability within the
realm of agriculture.

As set out earlier, the focus on cultivating green architecture within the CAP is clear,
aiming to create a robust yet adaptable framework for ‘greening’ the policy. The CAP
has been under scrutiny for a considerable period due to the detrimental effect it has on
the environment. The escalation in agricultural production intensity and the depletion
of land resources rank among the factors catalyzing this apprehension. Under the new
CAP paradigm, rational decision-making is paramount within a structured framework
of shared commitments and goals. The policy’s diminished budget places considerable
emphasis on conditionality, accentuating its significance. At the same time, the policy raises
awareness of (and addresses) environmental and climate change-related issues through
specific funding mechanisms. Realizing these goals requires the harmonious integration of
both CAP pillars, coupled with cooperation with allied policies while providing flexibility
based on national priorities [17]. As a result, the EU27’s proportion of global emissions
witnessed a decline from 16.8% in 1990 to 7.3% in 2021 [160,161].

In this perspective, the Green Payment Scheme represents a new system of incentives
aimed at promoting environmentally friendly agricultural practices as well as rewarding
farmers who have consistently upheld certain environmental standards. This is in line
with the ‘public money for public goods’ principle, which advocates that public funding
allocated to agriculture should be reciprocated through the provision of public goods, such
as the protection of the environment and the preservation of biodiversity. The scheme is
also strategically crafted to encourage farmers to take advantage of new technologies and
management practices that curtail the environmental impact of agricultural production.

9. Charting the Course for a Greener Common Agricultural Policy

Ten main objectives for the years 2023 to 2027 shape the operating framework of the
new CAP. These goals, which placed a focus on social, environmental, and economic issues,
served as a guide for how EU countries built their CAP Strategic Plans. It is noteworthy that,
along with the promotion of knowledge and innovation, the top goals for the upcoming
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years include combating climate change, protecting the environment, and preserving
landscapes and biodiversity, as the EU aims to be climate-neutral by 2050 [148,162,163].

Additionally, the new CAP builds on the previous policy framework, incorporating
changes that reflect the EU’s increasing emphasis on environmental quality, sustainable
agronomic practices, and climate action [164]. Sustainable farming practices include pre-
cision agriculture, organic farming, agro-ecology, agro-forestry, and more stringent ani-
mal welfare standards [80]. By shifting the emphasis from compliance to performance
(e.g., [165]), eco-schemes, for instance, are poised to remunerate farmers for improved
environmental and climatic performance, such as managing and storing soil carbon and
improving fertilizer management to improve water quality and reduce emissions [166,167].
The EC has recommended that climate action should secure a minimum of 40% of the
total funding for the CAP from 2021 to 2027 [145]. Therefore, the F2F strategy [168] will
bolster European farmers’ efforts to combat climate change, protect the environment, and
preserve biodiversity.

In line with this strategy, the EGD is centered on agriculture and rural areas, and
the new CAP aims to be a crucial tool in achieving the F2F and biodiversity aspirations,
as well as facilitating the transition to a climate-neutral, circular, and resilient economic
paradigm. Employing an innovative approach, the policy’s implementation hinges on the
combination of mandatory and voluntary measures, which vary according to the country’s
environmental and agricultural exigencies. The flexibility of the policy enables MSs to tailor
their implementation strategies, contingent upon their individual circumstances, while the
obligatory nature of direct payments serves as an incentive compelling farmers to attain
environmental and climate-related objectives.

In summary, the new CAP’s framework alongside the Green Payment Scheme repre-
sents a significant shift towards a more sustainable and environmentally attuned approach
to agriculture in the EU. The policy’s focus on incentivizing environmentally friendly
practices, combined with flexibility and conditionality, furnishes a scaffold for amalga-
mating environmental concerns into the broader agricultural sector. However, the success
of the new framework will depend on its implementation and the extent to which MSs
and farmers embrace the new spectrum of incentives and adapt to the policy’s changing
priorities [17].

10. Considering Research Scope and Charting New Territories

This work contributes to the study of sustainable development by specifically influ-
encing the level and spatial direction of local and regional development in the field of
the primary sector. The current study adopts a predominantly theoretical and descriptive
approach rooted in the synthesis of existing literature. The theoretical underpinnings are
illuminated, and a comprehensive overview of pertinent literature is presented, establishing
the foundation for deeper insights into the subject matter.

The study highlights a few important figures and basic indicators derived from of-
ficial records that aim to reflect the differentiated mechanisms of rural development and
the intrinsic complexity of the quantitative information required to evaluate processes
of (economic) growth. In this forward-looking perspective, the evolving nature of the
field is underscored, along with the continued contributions that can shape its trajectory.
This invites further scrutiny and empirical examination, potentially involving empirical
methodologies and primary data collection.

The utilization of econometric modeling for these indicators can further capture
the complexity of the study subject, thereby advocating for a multi-disciplinary research
strategy that integrates socio-demographic and economic approaches. These approaches
necessitate continually updated, spatially relevant, and comparable indicators that are
capable of describing possible changes occurring over short time windows.

Official statistics and data at both country and supra-national scales (e.g., Eurostat,
OECD, FAO, UN) should thus build up the quality of socioeconomic indicators reflect-
ing rural development and agrarian change. This task is considered particularly urgent,
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contributing to informing regional science, urban studies, and spatial planning in both
advanced and emerging economies.

Concurrently, the development of a set of figures and indicators of exurban develop-
ment based on official statistics data may eventually solidify the use of mixed econometric
techniques and exploratory, multivariate approaches. These approaches can be applied to
differentiated socioeconomic contexts and territorial conditions, aiming to disentangle the
inherent complexity underlying rural development. Notably, future research avenues could
encompass detailed case studies, cross-sectional analyses, and longitudinal assessments to
provide empirical substantiation for the theoretical constructs discussed herein.

11. Conclusions

Despite the fact that environmental issues became more politicized and pressing in the
early 1970s, only over the last three decades has there been a greater emphasis on policy
change and adaptation to address the impact of economic activity and agricultural output
on the environment and climate change. This change has been driven by internal and
external factors as well as informal and formal changes in the institutional framework of
the CAP and the power of the main groups of interest.

Among the factors that pushed the “greening” process are the growing awareness of
the issue among consumers, environmentalists, and the public in the EU, along with the
gradual decline of farmer’s power. Other evolutions include the recognition of agriculture’s
vulnerability to climate change due to the direct impact of weather on farming activities
and its contribution to greenhouse gas emissions. Moreover, the EU’s international commit-
ments to climate change and sustainable development challenges, such as the AoA [13,14]
and the 2015 UN Paris Agreement [12,15], played a significant role in gradually including
“green” measures in several CAP reforms since 1992 [169,170].

Consequently, the new CAP (2023–2027) reflects a significant shift towards a more
sustainable and environmentally friendly approach. The CAP’s new green architecture
integrates environmental and climate criteria that are quantifiable. The inclusion of wetland
preservation for carbon-rich soils, responsible management of water resources, and crop
rotation in lieu of diversification is some of the measures taken to ensure sustainability. In
addition, the CAP allocates at least 30% of funding for environmental and climate change
activities under the second pillar, amounting to roughly 23 billion euros.

The new CAP resonates with a collective dedication to confronting climate change and
the trials of sustainable development, constituting a pivotal stride toward their realization.
It encourages collaboration with other similar policies, incorporates both CAP pillars, and
amplifies malleability contingent upon national priorities. The new architecture stands as a
robust yet supple framework designed to imbue the CAP with ecological hues and tackle
the persistent environmental and climate change apprehensions that have endured over
numerous years.
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1. Guth, M.; Smędzik-Ambroży, K.; Czyżewski, B.; Stępień, S. The Economic Sustainability of Farms under Common Agricultural

Policy in the European Union Countries. Agriculture 2020, 10, 34. [CrossRef]
2. Cagliero, R.; Bellini, F.; Marcatto, F.; Novelli, S.; Monteleone, A.; Mazzocchi, G. Prioritising CAP Intervention Needs: An Improved

Cumulative Voting Approach. Sustainability 2021, 13, 3997. [CrossRef]
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