
Towards European 
policies on the 
sustainable 
management of soil

First plenary meeting of the
European Soil Partnership 
Ispra, 21 May 2014 Luca Marmo

European Commission
Environment Directorate-General

Unit ENV.B.1 – Agriculture, Forests and Soil
BU-5, 5/178

1049 Brussels
E-mail: luca.marmo@ec.europa.eu



EU policy developments 1998- 
2014 



Workshop on soil protection in Bonn in 1998
 Establishment of the European Soil Forum: 

meetings in Berlin (1999) and Naples (2001)
 Adoption by the Commission of the 

Communication Towards a Soil Thematic 
Strategy (April 2002) with responses from  
CoR, EESC, EP, Council

 Adoption by the EP and Council of the Sixth 
Environment Action Programme (July 
2002)

A long history (1)





 

Advisory Forum: Member States, Candidate 
Countries, NGOs, industry, academia…



 

Five Working Groups:
Erosion
Organic Matter
Contamination
Monitoring
Research

Six in-depth reports published 
by the JRC:

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/ 
soil/publications_en.htm

A public consultation phase carried out in 2003-2004:

A long history (2)





 

A common problem 
requires a common 
solution – which doesn't 
mean advocating for a 
one-fits-all approach!



 

Article 191 TFEU requires 
a high level of protection 
across the Union



 

Only two or three MSs 
have comprehensive 
legislation on soil 
protection



 

Trans-boundary impacts 
and internal market 
issues

EU legal issues

Soil

Water
Air

Nature



Communication
COM(2006)231, 22.9.2006

Proposal for a 
Soil Framework Directive
COM(2006)232, 22.9.2006

Impact Assessment
SEC(2006)1165 & SEC(2006)620, 22.9.2006

The Soil Thematic Strategy



Overall objective is the protection of 
soil functions and sustainable 
use of soil, based on the following 
guiding principles:


 
Prevention of soil degradation



 
Restoration of degraded soils

Sets out the four pillars of EU soil 
policy

The Communication, 
COM(2006) 231



Legislation

Research

Integration into other policies

Awareness raising

The four pillars of the 
Soil Thematic Strategy



Withdrawal of a proposal for a Soil Framework Directive:
The Commission notes that the proposal has been pending for 
8 years during which time no effective action has resulted. It 
will therefore examine carefully whether the objective of the 
proposal, to which the Commission remains committed, is best 
served by maintaining the proposal or by withdrawing it, thus 
opening the way for an alternative initiative in the next 
mandate. This will be judged on the feasibility of reaching 
adoption before the European Parliament elections. 

REFIT Communication 
COM(2013) 685, 2.10.2013



What are we trying to achieve?



Healthy soils are indispensable 
to our life, to our economy and 
to our environment

Soil degradation at EU level 
(and elsewhere) is continuing



Water storage: up to 3 750 m3 /ha or 
almost 400 mm of precipitation

Soil biodiversity: at least a quarter of 
global biodiversity is in soil

Carbon stocks: 70-75 billion tonnes

Soil in context: 
facts and figures

Food: >99.7% of human food calories

Forest-based industries: About 7% of EU 
manufacturing GDP and nearly 3.5 million jobs



RUSLE model by the 
JRC: 1.3 million 
km² in EU-27 
affected by soil 
erosion by water. 
Almost 20% of 
these are subject to 
a soil loss in excess 
of 10 t/ha/y.

Soil erosion 
by water



Organic carbon 
content (%) in the 
surface horizon 
(0-30 cm) of 
European soils.

Soil organic 
matter

 Organic Carbon (%) 
No Data 
0 - 1 
1 - 2 
2 - 5 
5 - 10 
10 - 25 
25 - 35 
> 35 



An indicator-based 
map prepared by the 
JRC shows a 
preliminary 
assessment of 
where soil 
biodiversity is 
threatened. This 
includes areas of 
high population 
density and/or 
intense agricultural 
activity (e.g. cereals 
and industrial crops, 
animal husbandry, 
greenhouses, fruit 
orchards, vineyards 
and horticulture).

Soil biodiversity



Land take per administrative unit in the 
period 2000-2006 Soil sealed surface in 2006

Largely underestimated!

Soil sealing



Between 1990 and 
2006, a potential 

agricultural production 
capability equivalent 

to a total of 6.1 
million tonnes 

of wheat has been lost 
in 19 MSs, with large 
regional variations.

This is a loss of almost 5% of the average annual 
European wheat production within a short time-span

Food security



Recent developments



Priority objective 1: 
To protect, conserve and enhance the Union’s natural capital


 

23. (…) Environmental considerations including water protection and biodiversity 
conservation should be integrated into planning decisions relating to land use so that they 
are made more sustainable, with a view to making progress towards the objective of ‘no net 
land take’, by 2050.


 

25. To reduce the most significant man-made pressures on land, soil and other 
ecosystems in Europe, action will be taken to ensure that decisions, relating to land use, at 
all relevant levels give proper consideration to environmental as well as social and economic 
impacts. The Rio + 20 outcome, recognising the economic and social significance of good 
land management, called for a ‘land degradation neutral world’. The Union and its Member 
States should reflect on how best to make such a commitment operational within their 
respective competencies. The Union and its Member States should also reflect as 
soon as possible on how soil quality issues could be addressed using a targeted 
and proportionate risk-based approach within a binding legal framework. Targets 
should also be set for sustainable land use and soil.

The 7th EAP (1)

Decision No 1386/2013/EU of 
the European Parliament and of 
the Council of 20 November 
2013 on a General Union 
Environment Action Programme 
to 2020 ‘Living well, within the 
limits of our planet’



28. In order to protect, conserve and enhance the Union's natural capital, the 
7th EAP shall ensure that by 2020 (…) (e) land is managed sustainably in 
the Union, soil is adequately protected and the remediation of 
contaminated sites is well underway. 

(…) 

This requires, in particular (…) (vi) increasing efforts to reduce soil erosion and 
increase soil organic matter, to remediate contaminated sites and to 
enhance the integration of land use aspects into coordinated decision-making 
involving all relevant levels of government, supported by the adoption of 
targets on soil and on land as a resource, and land planning objectives.

Decision No 1386/2013/EU of 
the European Parliament and of 
the Council of 20 November 
2013 on a General Union 
Environment Action Programme 
to 2020 ‘Living well, within the 
limits of our planet’

The 7th EAP (2)



Rio+20: 
'The future we want'

205. We [the Heads of State and Government and high-level 
representatives] recognize the economic and social significance of 
good land management, including soil, particularly its contribution 
to economic growth, biodiversity, sustainable agriculture and food 
security, eradicating poverty, the empowerment of women, addressing 
climate change and improving water availability. (…) 

206. We recognize the need for urgent action to reverse land 
degradation. In view of this, we will strive to achieve a 
land-degradation neutral world in the context of sustainable 
development. This should act to catalyse financial resources from a 
range of public and private sources.





 
FAO's Global Soil Partnership (GSP) and 
its Inter-governmental Panel on Soils 
(ITPS)



 
Proclamation by the UN General Assembly of 
the World Soil Day (5 December) & of the 
International Year of Soils 2015 



 
Global Soil Week (2012, 2013 and 2015)



 
Economics of Land Degradation initiative

International 
developments (1)





 
LDNW Inter-governmental WG under UNCCD



 
IPBES and its land degradation assessment



 
G8 Russian initiative on healthy soils



 
Expo 2015 in Milan: 
Feeding the World. Energy for Life



 
Adoption of SDGs in 2015

International 
developments (2)



Some suggestions for ESP work



Raising awareness & win the hearts and 
minds of people – otherwise no progress!

Shared programme for the International 
Year of Soils 2015 & WSD 2014

Expo 2015 & food/land take/soil/water
SDGs & Land degradation neutral world
Soil data and monitoring – make it 

relevant to the man in the street!
Working groups on topics of common 

interest 

Some ideas



Thank you for your attention!

http://ec.europa.eu/environment/soil/index.htm 
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