
 
 

Minister McConalogue, 

Agriculture House,  

Kildare Street,  

Dublin 2, D02 WK12 

 

22 March 2024 

 

Letter regarding the Commissions weakening of the EU’s Green Deal and 

Common Agricultural Policy  

 

Dear Minister McConalogue,  

We, the undersigned Irish coalitions and civil society organisations, are writing to express our deep concern 

about recent actions taken by the European Commission to undermine the EU’s Green Deal and weaken the 

Good Agricultural and Environmental Condition (GAEC) conditionality within CAP and to urge you to reject all 

plans to dismantle the CAP's green architecture. Having worked in good faith with Irish and EU institutions, 

farmers and civil society for many years to progress the EU’s Green Deal and Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), 

we wish to express our alarm at the lack of respect for democratic norms, public engagement and transparency 

that has characterised the EU’s chaotic response to the farmers protests across Europe.  

On 12 February 2024, the Commission adopted an Implementing Regulation for a derogation on the application 

of the standard for Good Agricultural and Environmental Conditions of land (GAEC 8). The derogation farmland 

biodiversity in further jeopardy, and exposes the agricultural sector to the consequences of biodiversity loss 

including food security impacts associated with declining pollinator populations1. We commend the Irish 

government's leadership in not weakening the implementation of GAEC 8 within Ireland’s CAP Strategic Plan 

(CSP) and for maintaining higher ambition than the basic conditionality across all farms; which is a key 

commitment under Ireland’s National Biodiversity Action Plan 2023-2030.  

On 22 February, the Commission announced it was envisioning a set of initiatives to reduce the administrative 

burden on farmers. Among these were a suite of measures to further relax GAEC rules, including exemptions 

for small farmers2 from controls and administrative penalties for non-compliance with the conditionality 

requirements. The Commission also proposed to eliminate the requirement that farmers must submit 

individual applications for aerial spraying of pesticides3.   

 

On Monday 26 February, following the AGRIFISH Council meeting, the Belgian Presidency and the 

                                                           
1 IPBES (2016): Summary for policymakers of the assessment report of the Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on 
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services on pollinators, pollination and food production. https://www.ipbes.net/assessment-
reports/pollinators  
2 Small farmers constitute 65% of the CAP beneficiaries at an EU level 

3https://www.pan-europe.info/sites/pan 
europe.info/files/public/resources/other/SI_2024_120_REDUCING%20THE%20ADMINISTRATIVE%20BURDEN%20FOR%20F
ARMERS-NEXT%20STEPS.pdf  
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https://www.pan-europe.info/sites/pan%20europe.info/files/public/resources/other/SI_2024_120_REDUCING%20THE%20ADMINISTRATIVE%20BURDEN%20FOR%20FARMERS-NEXT%20STEPS.pdf
https://www.pan-europe.info/sites/pan%20europe.info/files/public/resources/other/SI_2024_120_REDUCING%20THE%20ADMINISTRATIVE%20BURDEN%20FOR%20FARMERS-NEXT%20STEPS.pdf


Commissioner for Agriculture announced that they would propose even more flexibility on the conditionality 

requirements. Commissioner Wojciechowski stated he would consider the idea of transferring conditionality 

requirements (GAEC 1, 6, 7, 8) to voluntary eco-schemes4.  

On Wednesday 6 March, Irish NGOs co-signed a letter with over 300 European producers, consumers, 

environmentalists, health and nutrition experts, calling on EU Commission President Ursula von der Leyen to 

abandon plans to dismantle the Common Agricultural Policies (CAP) green architecture and come forward with 

a systemic approach to respond to the diversity of farmers' protests and problems, by addressing the socio-

economic, environmental, and governance flaws in existing European agri-food policies5. 

● On Wednesday 15 March, the Commission published their proposal6 which confirmed our worst fears 

and underlines the escalating democratic crisis at the heart of EU politics. The Commission is 

encouraging Member States to undermine their obligation to support the environmental and climate 

ambition7 of their CAP Strategic Plans, compared to the 2014-2020 period, thus undermining the EU’s 

overall capacity to achieve several objectives8 of the current CAP. Requirements for farmers to leave 

part of their farm fallow to promote biodiversity (GAEC 8) and ensure good practices such as soil cover 

(GAEC 6), low tillage (GAEC 5), crop rotation (GAEC 7) are now all voluntary.  

● Also, of serious concern are the amendments to the procedure for CAP Strategic Plans (CAP SPs) 

following the deletion of articles 120 and 159. Already far from transparent and inclusive, the process 

of amending CSPs will become even less so as Member States will no longer be required to amend 

their plans within a set time frame or justify themselves if they make no amendments (article 120). 

They will also not be obliged to ensure that their plans are in line with the latest environmental 

policies (article 159). We would question how this is compliant with the Treaty of Amsterdam and the 

requirement for all sectoral policies to duly integrate the latest environmental policies. 

These changes constitute a regression in CAP, when the European Court of Auditors already concluded that the 

previous CAP did not manage to halt the decline of biodiversity9. The removal of controls and administrative 

penalties for non-compliance with the conditionality requirements is of serious concern given the importance 

of GAEC standards (See Annex) in protecting our environment and given the acknowledged need for improved 

monitoring and enforcement at national level.  

The rationale underpinning these drastic changes are deeply flawed. Firstly, the Commission has indicated that 

it is responding to the farmers' protests and trying to reduce administrative burden. We believe that this is a 

misguided reaction to farmers' genuine frustrations, and advances an anti-environmental agenda, in order to 

garner popular support ahead of the European elections. The farmers’ protests cannot be used as an excuse to 

weaken the green architecture of the CAP, nor should environmental standards become a scapegoat to avoid 

addressing the lack of social and economic sustainability in the agri-food system. Farmers have in particular 

highlighted their concern about cheap imports (by free trade agreements like EU-Mercosur) and unfair power 

and economic distribution within the food supply chain. In response the Commissions have chosen to 

dismantle the green architecture of the CAP while failing to address socio-economic concerns; while in parallel 

continuing to progress new FTAs, against the wishes of the vast majority of farmers.  

Secondly, the Commission claims that a number of the changes to GAECs are to allow Member States to apply 

derogation in response to “increasingly unpredictable weather conditions that can prevent farmers from 

complying with requirements.” While farmers who are being impacted by climate change clearly need greater 

support, it is unacceptable that climate change should be used as an excuse to undermine climate action. 

Recently the European Environmental Agency (EEA) released their European Climate Risk Assessment, which 

                                                           
4 The budget for the eco-schemes is insufficient and must be increased from 25% to at least 50% in order to continue to 
meet Europe's climate and environmental objectives; even more in the event of a further softening of conditionality. 
5 https://eeb.org/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/Joint-letter-to-the-EU-Commission-to-reconsider-the-loosening-of-the-
CAPs-green-architecture.pdf  
6 https://www.arc2020.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/COM2024139_0.pdf 
7 As required by Article 105, CAP Strategic Plan Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2021/2115). 
8 Namely the specific objectives on climate, natural resources and biodiversity, see Article 6(1)(d-f) of the CAP Strategic Plan 
Regulation (Regulation (EU) 2021/2115). 
9ECA Special Report 13/2020, https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/publications?did=53892  

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=LEGISSUM%3A4301858&qid=1710342153503
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https://www.arc2020.eu/wp-content/uploads/2024/03/COM2024139_0.pdf
https://www.eca.europa.eu/en/publications?did=53892


found that Europe is the fastest warming continent in the world, and climate risks are threatening our energy 

and food security, ecosystems, infrastructure, water resources, financial stability, and people’s health10. Many 

of these risks have already reached critical levels and could become catastrophic without urgent and decisive 

action. They found that climate change is already a significant threat to crop production, food security and 

drinking water supplies and that changes in farming are needed to mitigate and adapt to climate change. 

According to the EPA Climate change will impact all aspects of Irish agriculture11. By weakening the green 

architecture within CAP, the Commission is failing farmers and society at a time when we need bold leadership.  

Finally, the democratic deficit underpinning the manner in which the Commission has advanced this regulation 

is deeply concerning and, in our view, sets another dangerous precedent. After years of work to reform and 

implement Ireland’s CSP the Commission are going to dismantle it following an ad-hoc consultation process 

that lasted one week, which involved engagement with only the four main EU-level farming organisations, a 

letter to the Belgian Presidency and a letter from the European Parliament’s committee for agriculture and 

rural development. The lack of respect for democratic processes, proper procedures, poor transparency and 

biased stakeholder engagement mean these changes have no mandate or legitimacy.  

The Commission proposes to dismantle conditionality requirements that are based on unequivocal scientific 

evidence, and which it has explicitly acknowledged as being essential tools to address current climate, 

environmental, and biodiversity issues, without having carried out a single impact assessment. The EU’s own 

Better Regulation Guidelines require it to abide by certain principles in legislative decision-making, which 

include the evidence-based approach and policy coherence.12 Furthermore, adopting a series of short-term and 

medium-term measures that will induce repeated changes in the way CAP funds are distributed will result in 

further disruption and delays in CSP implementation at Member State level. It will also further erode 

stakeholders and EU citizens trust in the social contract which underpins the CAP budget13.  

 

Minister, we urge you to reject all plans to dismantle the CAP's green architecture and instead to work with 

all stakeholders to respond to the diversity of challenges highlighted by the farmers' protests. When 

formulating policy options, the European Council should adopt an evidence-based and coherent approach in 

line with the EU’s commitments on biodiversity, water protection and climate change, as well as the objectives 

set out in the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 and the Farm to Fork Strategy derived from the European Green 

Deal.  

Minister, we urge you to call on the European Commission to guarantee any future initiatives are underpinned 

by meaningful consultation with all concerned stakeholders, including NGOs and scientists, ahead of the 

formulation of any upcoming legislative and policy initiatives on agriculture, in line with Union law and best 

practices developed under the Better Regulation guidelines. 

Minister, in the event that the European Commission's proposals pass we request that Ireland makes the 

decision not to implement changes to Ireland’s CAP Strategic Plan. Ireland has shown admirable ambition to 

date in our implementation of GAEC 8 and in the accommodation of extra farmers into ACRES. Weakening our 

ambition now would send the wrong message to farmers at a time when climate change in particular is causing 

so much hardship among tillage, horticultural and livestock farmers.  

 

Sincerely Yours, 

 

                                                           
10 https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/european-climate-risk-assessment  
11 EPA (2023) Ireland’s Climate Change Assessment https://www.epa.ie/publications/monitoring--assessment/climate-
change/ICCA_Synthesis_Report.pdf  
12 Better Regulation Guidelines, Ch. I, Section I, p. 5-6. 
13 https://assets.gov.ie/88207/d8e7465f-496b-4d4f-b1b2-c08abd208bfc.pdf  

https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/european-climate-risk-assessment
https://www.epa.ie/publications/monitoring--assessment/climate-change/ICCA_Synthesis_Report.pdf
https://www.epa.ie/publications/monitoring--assessment/climate-change/ICCA_Synthesis_Report.pdf
https://assets.gov.ie/88207/d8e7465f-496b-4d4f-b1b2-c08abd208bfc.pdf


 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Annex 

 

- GAEC 1: aims to protect permanent grassland to preserve carbon stock. In November 2019, the EU 
Commission published a report stating that   “the  overall biodiversity   importance” of permanent 
grasslands is “very high”. 

- GAEC 6: has the objective to ensure minimum soil cover to avoid soil remaining bare during the most 

sensitive periods of the year, therefore protecting the land. According to the EU Commission, 60-70%  

- of soils are unhealthy in Europe and 50 billion euros are lost every year due to soil degradation. 

- GAEC 7: fosters crop rotation in arable land to preserve soil potential. According to a report published 

by the EU Commission more than 10 years ago, “a higher diversity in crop rotations allows breaking 

pest/weed cycles. (…) Thus, crop rotations have the potential to lead to a reduction in chemical inputs”. 

- GAEC 8: compels farmers to devote a minimum share of at least 4 % of arable land at farm level to non-

productive elements, including but not restricted to land lying fallow. Five years ago, the Commission 

published a report based on scientific evidence that stated that “fallow lands are essential to 

biodiversity” and “provide more options for species in terms of food and breeding habitat”. 

 

 

 

 

https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2020-03/ext-eval-biodiversity-final-report_2020_en_0.pdf
https://environment.ec.europa.eu/topics/soil-and-land_en
https://www.low-impact-farming.info/sites/default/files/2019-05/bio-crop-rotations-final-report-rev-executive-summary.pdf
https://www.ecologic.eu/sites/default/files/publication/2022/3576-Impact-of-the-CAP-on-Habitats-Landscapes-Biodiversity-web.pdf

