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he agricultural sector in Europe oper-
ates in a rapidly changing, challenging
context. Disruptive geopolitical and
geoeconomic developments, such as
the Russian attack on Ukraine and the
unravelling of the rules-based multi-lateral or-
der, also affect Europe’s agri-food systems,
which are embedded in global trade patterns
and transnational value creation networks. At
national and regional levels, social cohesion is
under strain from intensive distributional and
cultural struggles which often include a rural-
urban divide. High costs
and regulatory burdens
feed into concerns about
competitiveness.

At the same time, cli-
mate change impacts,
environmental pollution
and biodiversity loss cre-
ate serious threats to
food security. Here, the
farming sector plays a dual role: it is strongly
affected by these developments but is also a
significant contributor to greenhouse gas
emissions, soil degradation, overuse of water
resources and biodiversity loss through unsus-
tainable agricultural practices, as highlighted
in the final report by the Strategic Dialogue on
the Future of EU Agriculture (2024). Transition-
ing towards sustainable farming systems that
are economically viable and support the
maintenance of public goods is essential to se-
cure the long-term provision of high-quality
food, feed, fibre, energy, and ecosystem ser-
vices.

Unsustainable lock-ins and the co-evolu-
tion of path-dependent policy

Farming systems in Europe are often locked
into unsustainable practices due to a range of
institutional, cultural, social and financial fac-
tors. Systemic lock-ins, by definition, cannot
be overcome by individual activities, market
transactions or voluntary cooperation of ac-
tors. Coordination, governance and public pol-
icy interventions are needed. However, current
public policies have co-evolved alongside the
established market structures, technologies
and social values. Exist-
ing legislation and insti-
tutions therefore tend to
stabilise existing farming
systems, including their
unsustainable elements.
In addition, many public
policies are locked-in
themselves.

Agricultural policy in the European Union (EU)
was originally designed to increase productiv-
ity and income from farming activities, as stip-
ulated in Article 39 of the Treaty on the Func-
tioning of the European Union (TFEU). Several
rounds of reform have introduced new objec-
tives, such as consumer protection, animal
health and welfare or environmental and cli-
mate protection. However, agricultural policy
has not prioritised support for farmers who
transition towards more sustainable farming
systems. The design of farm policies in Europe
still reflects a focus on production, productiv-
ity, and farm income. This productivist legacy
is deeply entrenched in policy objectives and
instruments, administrative routines, and



budgetary structures; and it is defended by
powerful, well-organised groups of beneficiar-
ies.

Design principles for future-oriented agri-
cultural policy

Overcoming the double lock-in of farming sys-
tems and agricultural policies requires deliber-
ate policy design. Policy design entails the me-
thodical and systematic attempt to define co-
herent policy objectives and connect them to
policy instruments which work towards
achieving the objectives. In the face of the
need to secure political majorities, public ac-
ceptance and legal and administrative com-
patibility, design principles articulate the nor-
mative beliefs and cognitive assumptions
which guide the policy design. They provide
orientation for coherent design choices across
governance levels and offer a shared frame of
reference against which specific policy pro-
posals and implementation choices can be as-
sessed.

Based on transdisciplinary research con-
ducted in the ENFASYS project, we have de-
rived ten design principles for the development
and implementation of sustainability-oriented
agricultural policy in a three-step participatory
process. These principles build on lessons
from ten participatory co-design processes
across Europe during which agri-food stake-

holders and policy experts developed policy
mixes that could support farms in transitioning
towards more sustainable business models.
Participants also assessed the capacity and
willingness of policy-makers to implement the
co-designed policy interventions. The results
were discussed in workshops with EU-level
stakeholders and experts. The design princi-
ples areintended to serve as a set of guidelines
for policy design and offer a framework to as-
sess specific policies, for example the upcom-
ing Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) pro-
posals and national implementation choices.

The ten principles
1. Systems perspective: farms in context

Agricultural production is embedded in com-
plex systems characterised by the interaction
of environmental, economic and social pro-
cesses. Societal expectations encompass the
production of private goods, such as food, feed
and fibre, and the maintenance of public
goods, such as ecosystem services. Rising
costs, the weak position of many producers
within agri-food chains, and the effects of cli-
mate and environmental change can have cu-
mulative impacts on farming businesses.
When developing and implementing policy in-
terventions to support farmers in transitioning

Infographic 1: Three-step participatory development of the policy design principles

STEP 1 STEP 2

Co-design of policy mixes
to overcome lock-ins
towards more
sustainable farming
systems

Three-part co-design
workshops in 10 ENFASYS

case studies with national,
regional and local
stakeholders

Strategies to implement
co-designed policy
mixes: Assessment of
policy design space

Participatory workshops in 10
ENFASYS case studies with
national, regional, and local

stakeholders

3 workshops with
stakeholders at EU level

STEP 3

Lessons learned:
Design principles for
public policies that
support farmers towards
more sustainable farming
systems

4 workshops with
stakeholders at EU level




Infographic 2: Policy design principles to support farmers towards sustainable farming systems
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to more sustainable practices, it is important
to consider the systemic interdependencies,
rather than merely focusing on immediate ef-
fects on producers and their incomes. For ex-
ample, changes in one part of a farming system
(e.g. consumer values and willingness-to-pay)
can affect the feasibility and pace of change in
others (e.g. acceptance of products and tech-
nologies). Consequently, public policies that
affect and address farms and their context ex-
tend well beyond agricultural policy and in-
clude interdependencies with, e.g., food,
health, environmental, tax, trade and animal
welfare policies. A systems perspective re-
quires the inclusion of strong, integrated and
agile analytical capacities in policy-making to
understand system dynamics in rapidly chang-
ing contexts.

2. Strong sustainability commitment: our fu-
ture is decided now

Transitioning towards more sustainable farm-
ing systems should be a top priority for EU ag-
riculture to ensure that private and public
goods can be provided not only today but also
for future generations. A strong sustainability
commitment could be based on three princi-
ples: providing nutritious and healthy food for
people, operating within planetary boundaries,
and recognising human-animal-plant-soil in-
terdependencies (“One Health”). Operational-
isation and measurement of sustainability cri-
teria, where feasible, can enhance policy guid-
ance. In the EU, a strong sustainability com-
mitment is enshrined in the common provi-
sions of the Treaty on European Union (TEU),
which demands “a high level of protection and
improvement of the quality of the environ-
ment” (Art. 3 (3) TEU). The Treaty on the Func-
tioning of the European Union (TFEU) contains
general principles which include the



precautionary principle, along with the princi-
ples that preventive action should be taken,
that environmentaldamage should be rectified
at source as a matter of priority, and that the
polluter must pay (Art. 191 TFEU). A strong
commitment to sustainability requires the pri-
oritisation of these cross-cutting objectives
and the alignment of sectoral objectives such
as productivity and farm income support (Art.
39 TFEU).

3. Anticipate and acknowledge the long-
term challenges of farming systems: enter
dialogue with the future

Understanding sustainability and resilience
challenges to Europe’s farming systems re-
quires a capacity to
‘read the future’. Sys-
tem models and resil-
ience assessments
have shown that
many European farm-
ing systems can be
maintained in the
short-term but use up their economic, ecolog-
ical and social capital. Current policies must
therefore invest in anticipatory capacities and
support farmers and farming systems in devel-
oping the capacities needed to address chal-
lenges such as climate change, biodiversity
loss, water scarcity, soil degradation, biohaz-
ards, trade wars and international conflicts,
disruptive technological innovations, new
competitors, demographic change and new
social sensitivities. Anticipatory capacities en-
hance all dimensions of resilience, i.e. robust-
ness, adaptability and transformability capac-
ities. Policy-making that engages in dialogue
with the future requires systematic integration
of scenario building processes, impact and
risk assessments, and long-term foresight
modelling with a broad range of agronomic,
economic, ecological and social factors.

4. Aim for coherence, consistency and con-
gruence to meet the sustainability chal-
lenges

Addressing complex challenges, such as the
sustainability transformation, will always re-
sult in complex policy mixes with multiple

objectives, multiple instruments and many de-
tailed adjustments of instrument settings. Two
or more policy objectives are coherent if they
can coexist as logically coordinated elements
of a policy mix. Instruments are consistent if
they reinforce rather than undermine each
other. Congruence describes the ability of ob-
jectives and instruments to work together in a
mutually supportive way. Addressing sustaina-
bility objectives is often associated with
productivity losses or higher costs for farmers,
which can conflict with sectoral policy objec-
tives such as productivity and income support.
Supporting farmers in the transformation to-
wards more sustainable farming systems re-
quires coherent, consistent, congruent and
well-timed policy design that uses available
budgets to enhance

synergies and to re-

ward the provision of

M public goods, while
aligning agricultural

policy with other pol-
icy domains, e.g. food
and nutrition, health,
trade, energy, and an-

imal welfare.

5. Priority for public investments in the sus-
tainability and resilience of Europe's farm-
ing systems

Economic, geopolitical and security chal-
lenges increase the need to justify public
spending and require clear priorities, poten-
tially reducing the scope for redistributive poli-
cies. Making Europe's farming systems more
sustainable and resilient requires significant
structural investment with a view to the whole
system, as many farming systems are currently
locked into unsustainable practices due to a
combination of financial, cultural, social, and
institutional barriers to change towards more
sustainable practices. The financial resources
available under the CAP, for example, should
be focused on supporting farmers to overcome
these barriers and lock-ins. Based on a clear
vision and a strong sustainability commit-
ment, programmes should systematically ad-
dress market failures and support the develop-
ment of resilient and sustainable business
models for farmers.



6. Mobilise private investments for sustain-
able farming systems

Public funding alone cannot finance the trans-
formation of Europe’s farming systems. Signif-
icant capital already exists within the agri-food
sector and along the value chain. Attracting
private investment from sources
within the agri-food sector (farm-
ers and value chain actors) and
from new sources (financial sec-
tor, industry) is essential to com-
plement public spending and ac-
celerate innovation. This requires
a policy framework based on a
strong sustainability commit-
ment that enables better access
to loans for business models
which support public goods, in-
novative financing models (such as producer-
group loans or carbon farming and nature
credits with stringent standards) and the align-
ment of financial taxonomies with sustainabil-
ity objectives.

7. Align internal sustainability goals with ex-
ternal trade relations and global governance

Agricultural production in the EU is embedded
in global markets, value chains and interna-
tional trade rules. What happens at the exter-
nal border of the single market fundamentally
shapes what is economically and politically
feasible inside the EU. To ensure credibility and
effectiveness, internal sustainability commit-
ments must therefore be aligned with the EU’s
external trade policy, e.g. through sustainabil-
ity chapters in trade agreements, a carbon bor-
der adjustment mechanism (CBAM), transna-
tional standards and multilateral obligations.
This includes measures to prevent the out-
sourcing of environmental impacts to other re-
gions, to ensure a level playing field with im-
ports produced under lower standards, and to
strengthen Europe’s capacity to act consist-
ently in international negotiations. Coherent
policy design for sustainability requires align-
ment of domestic objectives, border measures
and the EU’s role in global governance, so that
strong internal sustainability ambitions are not
undermined by external influences and re-
strictions.

8. Align sustainable production with sup-
portive food environments

To effectively support farmers to overcome
barriers to more sustainable practices, public
policies should help to align sustainable farm-
ing practices with fair and healthy food envi-
ronments that shape demand
and consumption, as envisioned
in the Farm-to-Fork Strategy
(2020). This requires stringent
support for food environments
where sustainable options are
accessible, affordable and
aligned with social expectations,
as well as desirable through fair
pricing, transparent labelling,
and public procurement that pri-
oritises sustainable products.
Fair, healthy and sustainable food environ-
ments also incentivise and enable farmers to
adopt more sustainable practices for which
they find sufficient willingness-to-pay.

9. Fair sharing of transformation risks

Supporting farmers in their transformation to-
wards sustainable practices requires reliable
policy frameworks. At the same time, the fi-
nancial and innovation risks associated with
the transformation must not fall disproportion-
ately on individual farmers. Policy mixes
should therefore offer reliable incentives, sup-
port diversified business models and offer in-
struments that reduce or share investment
risks — for example through contract designs,
risk-sharing models in the Common Market Or-
ganisation or transformation payments. Pol-
icy-making that addresses a fair sharing of
risks should also consider the timing of adop-
tion of more sustainable practices (early mov-
ers versus late adopters) and the availability of
advice and technical services.

10. Co-interpretation and co-design for pol-
icy reliability and trust— prerequisite for the
sustainability transformation

The transformation to sustainable practices
creates uncertainties and complexities for
farmers. Co-interpretation becomes an im-
portant part of policy-making — a deliberative
effort to create a shared understanding of



systemic challenges in a long-term perspec-
tive. Shared understandings and broad coali-
tions are necessary to stabilise policies be-
yond electoral cycles. Long-term reliability is a
precondition of transformation-oriented policy
to create trust among farmers and other af-
fected groups that support structures on
which they rely when embarking on transform-
ative change. Trust, whether in individual polit-
ical figures (‘trusting the people’) or the
broader institutional context (‘trusting the sys-
tem’), helps to reduce complexity and to ac-
cept uncertainty. Lack of trust can lead to re-
actance and resistance. Open and transparent
policy-making processes facilitate support for
strong sustainability commitments, but insti-
tutional trust alone cannot persuade everyone.
It is important to also build personal trust
through collaborative platforms, advisors, co-
operatives and peer networks with direct rela-
tionships to farmers. Policy designs should be
based on evidence, transparency, and partici-
pation to create legitimacy and ownership by
those most affected. Inclusive and transparent
consultations should also demonstrate that
broad stakeholder input is seriously consid-
ered.

Conclusions

To ensure the long-term viability of the agricul-
tural sector and its alignment with broader so-
cietal goals, such as climate and environmen-
tal protection, human, plant and animal
health, animalwelfare, and rural development,
it is necessary to transform farming systems
across the EU towards more sustainable prac-
tices. To support this transformation, it is cru-
cial to establish a stable political environment
that allows farmers to plan transformative
steps and adapt their established practices.
The design principles presented in this policy
brief provide guidelines for policy makers and
a basis for assessing specific policies, e.g. CAP
proposals and national implementation
choices.

Aligning agricultural policies with long-term
societal needs and priorities requires incen-
tives, supporting norms and pro-active

attitudes that encourage sustainable behav-
iour throughout the agri-food system. This
must be grounded in a widely shared under-
standing of the challenges as a basis for credi-
ble long-term commitments and a coherent
strategy for the EU’s external trade relations.
Finally, mobilising the necessary capital for
transformative investments, strengthening
trusted communities of practice and ensuring
a fair distribution of risks are critical building
blocks for a policy environment that enables
Europe’s farms and farmers to transform to-
wards more sustainable practices.
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