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The COVID-19 crisis reminds us of the importance 
of preserving habitats and biodiversity in order to 
minimise health risks to humans. The crisis also 
shows how important green spaces and recreational 
areas close to cities are for people, especially those 
on lower incomes. Climate change, habitat loss 
and increasing pressures, especially from intensive 
agriculture, are putting pressure on biodiversity. A 
reversal of this trend in order to preserve and restore 
biodiversity is fully supported. The AK supports the 
EC’s concern to protect more nature and biodiversity 
overall. However, the AK would also like to stress that 
all measures – where possible – must also be socially 
just and in the interests of employees and consumers. 
Only in this way can the necessary broad social 
acceptance be achieved.

The AK, as an employee and consumer protection 
organisation, has been campaigning for a more 
ecological and biodiversity-friendly agriculture for 
years. The AK therefore expressly welcomes the 
EC’s plan to link the EU Biodiversity Strategy with the 
new “Farm-to-Fork” Strategy and the new Common 
Agricultural Policy (CAP). It is very positive that the 
use of chemical pesticides should be reduced by 
50% by 2030 and that at least 10% of agricultural 
land should be landscaped. The problems of negative 
effects on the environment and the loss of biodiversity 
through the use of pesticides and too much fertiliser 
require a broad social discourse. This should not 
be predominantly discussed in agricultural policy 
committees and bodies. Nevertheless, from the 
point of view of the AK, there remains a high degree 
of scepticism that the goals formulated for the 
agricultural sector will be achieved or implemented, as 
the CAP, which has been negotiated since 2018 and 
is to start in 2022 and will apply until 2028, has not 
programmed these goals.

The same applies to the Organic Farming Action Plan: 
The course for the expansion of organic farming is 
also already set in the national CAP strategic plans. 
It will therefore be necessary to set the objectives for 
the development of organic farming already in the 
national CAP strategic plans of the Member States. 

The EC should therefore only approve CAP strategic 
plans with correspondingly ambitious targets for the 
development of organic farming. Afforestation to bind 
CO2 emissions should be supported in principle and 
given preference over other options for carbon capture 
and storage. However, potential land use conflicts 
must also be taken into account and socially balanced, 
efficient and sustainable solutions must be sought.

In the case of investments within the EU as a 
contribution to economic recovery, it must be ensured 
that employee representatives are fully involved in 
programme development and implementation. In 
agriculture and forestry in particular, employment 
conditions are often extremely precarious: Seasonal 
work, long working hours, high exposure to the 
weather, low wages or a high proportion of legally 
poorly secured labour migration. Poor housing 
conditions (mass housing) of workers in agriculture 
and forestry favour the formation of COVID clusters.

Member States should also have some room for 
manoeuvre in terms of investment. This would have to 
be taken into account during the European Semester. 
A “golden investment rule” that allows Member States 
to make climate-related, environmental and social 
net investments without violating EU fiscal rules 
is ultimately necessary. The EC must become the 
forerunner of a corresponding change in EU fiscal 
rules in order to break down resistance in the Council.

The creation of a new governance framework to guide 
the commitments made on biodiversity at national, 
European and international level is supported. Social 
partners, in particular employee representatives, must 
be involved here.

AK would like to reaffirm that a trade policy that takes 
the climate and biodiversity crisis seriously must meet 
certain criteria.

Executive summary
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1.  A coherent network of protected 
areas

In the future, at least 30% of the EU’s land area (+4%) 
and 30% of its sea area (+19%) should be protected, 
of which at least 10% should be strictly protected. 
According to the Federal Environment Agency, 
Austria has around 28% of areas prescribed by nature 
conservation law, of which around 15% of the land 
area is subject to the strict Natura 2000 criteria . In 
addition, around 25% of agricultural land is farmed 
organically. From Austria’s point of view, there are thus 
good starting conditions for the implementation of 
the EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030, whose central 
commitments are consistently supported from the 
AK’s point of view.

2.  EU Nature Restoration Plan

2.1. Legal framework for nature restoration

Legally binding targets for nature restoration are 
certainly a good idea. However, implementation also 
raises distributional questions that need to be taken 
into account: Who benefits from the protection of 
nature? What do fair solution models look like? The 
social partners, in particular employee representatives, 
should be involved here.

2.2. Bringing nature back to agricultural land

The AK has been campaigning for years for a more 
ecological and biodiversity-friendly agriculture. 
When it comes to this, it expressly welcomes the 
EC’s intention to link the EU Biodiversity Strategy 
with the new “Farm-to-Fork” Strategy and the new 
CAP. The EC’s intention to ensure that CAP Strategic 
Plans are assessed against sound climate and 
environmental criteria and that Member States 
are explicitly required to set national values for the 
objectives set out therein is particularly welcomed. 
For CAP subsidies should in any case support 
environmentally-friendly agriculture. In this context, 

the AK also refers to the AK statement on the 
“Farm-to-Fork” Strategy, which summarises the 
main concerns.

The AK welcomes the objective of reducing the use 
and risk of chemical pesticides by 2030 and the 
measures proposed to achieve this. However, AK also 
points out that it would be useful to consider these 
two elements separately. In both cases, it is at least to 
outline how the size is measured. In the case of risk in 
particular, a more precise specification is needed as to 
which object of protection this risk refers to: Is it about 
the risk for users, consumers or the environment. 
When using pesticides, it should at least be clarified 
that they are quantities of active substances. It should 
also be discussed whether this objective should be 
broken down into areas of application (fungicides, 
herbicides, etc.) or crops (fruit growing, field crops, 
etc.). This reduction target should apply specifically to 
agriculture; outside agriculture, pesticide use should 
be reduced much further. The AK also points out that 
more attention should be paid to biodiversity in the 
authorisation of pesticides than has been the case to 
date. At present, too little attention is paid to possible 
water pollution by pesticides or their metabolites. For 
example, agriculture is cited as the main cause of 
groundwater failing to achieve good chemical status in 
the European Environment Agency report. Therefore, 
more attention should be paid to environmental 
impacts (e.g. water, biodiversity) in pesticide 
authorisations. Furthermore, legislation in the field 
of agriculture (e.g. CAP) or in the chemical sector 
(pesticide regulation) should in future be designed in 
such a way that water ecosystems and biodiversity are 
not adversely affected.

Moreover, the national CAP strategy plans of the 
Member States – as in Austria – would have to include 
comprehensive measures for the protection of the 
environment (e.g. water protection, biodiversity). 
It is also essential that mandatory measures are 
introduced under the first pillar, as agri-environmental 
programmes are voluntary for farmers and their 
success is therefore difficult to assess.

The AK’s position

https://www.umweltbundesamt.at/fileadmin/site/publikationen/ukb_2019/ukb19_03_biologischevielfalt.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/state-of-water
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An action plan for organic farming to achieve the 
goal of organic farming of at least 25% of agricultural 
land in the EU by 2030 and a considerable expansion 
of organic aquaculture is ambitious and is expressly 
welcomed by the AK, but may be too late. The course 
for agricultural management is set in the national 
CAP strategic plans. It will therefore be necessary 
to set objectives for the development of organic 
farming in the national CAP strategic plans of the 
Member States and to provide for appropriate support 
measures. In the absence of corresponding objectives 
and measures, the EC would have to point this out 
and only approve them with ambitious targets for 
the development of organic farming. In addition, 
all products produced using genetically modified 
processes (including all genomic techniques) would 
have to be labelled and subjected to a comprehensive 
risk assessment in order not to jeopardise consumer 
confidence in organically produced products.

In the future, at least 10% of agricultural land should 
contain landscape elements with high biological 
diversity. The enhancement of landscape elements 
and of other ecological areas – such as fallow land, 
ponds etc. – on 10% of agricultural land is particularly 
necessary in regions that are currently intensively 
used and are experiencing an extreme decline in 
biodiversity. The fear expressed by the agricultural 
representation that the “removal” of these areas from 
production would no longer guarantee the food supply 
of the citizens is incomprehensible, as large areas are 
currently used for purposes other than food. In Austria, 
for example, only slightly less grain is used to produce 
bioethanol for fuels (644,000 tonnes) than for direct 
feeding from grain (759,000 tonnes). Throughout 
the EU, a considerable proportion of arable land 
is also used to produce energy in the form of 
bioethanol, biodiesel or biogas. If the subsidies for this 
unsustainable production were reduced, there would 
be enough land for biodiversity. Biodiversity areas are 
therefore not in competition with food production, 
as is often claimed. In this strategy, it is pointed 
out that the use of food and feed crops for energy 
production should be kept to a minimum (see Chapter 
2.5). Provided that the cultivation of plants for energy 
production on these valuable arable lands is actually 
reduced and the production of biofuels is limited to 
residues and waste, the 10% biodiversity areas should 
not pose a problem.

Reducing the decline of genetic diversity by 
facilitating the use of traditional varieties and crops 
is explicitly welcomed. For year, the AK has observed 
a great interest of consumers in old seed varieties. 
For some years now, Austrian supermarkets have 
also been offering vegetable rarities as seeds, young 
plants and fruits for sale, which increases the variety 

on the plate. In addition, greater seed diversity through 
cultivation rather than through conservation in gene 
banks is more beneficial to the plants, as the plants 
are better able to respond to environmental changes. 
Especially in times of climate crisis, this brings a more 
resilient agricultural and food system.

However, the AK would also like to raise the topic 
of “innovative techniques in agriculture, including 
biotechnology”. As clarified by the European Court of 
Justice (ECJ), organisms derived from new genetic 
engineering processes (genomics) fall within the 
scope of EU genetic engineering legislation. It is 
therefore important that products manufactured 
using these technologies are subject to a thorough 
risk assessment and authorisation before they can 
be marketed for use in food and/or feed. In addition, 
the traceability and labelling of products produced 
using these techniques must be guaranteed in order 
to ensure the consumer’s right to freedom of choice. 
Failure to label these products would undermine 
consumer confidence in organic food, which runs 
counter to the strategy’s objective of promoting the 
production and consumption of organic food in the 
EU.

2.3. Win-win solutions for energy generation

The more sustainable use of renewable energy is 
essential to combat climate change and the loss 
of biodiversity. A particular challenge will be to 
harmonise the ecological objectives of the Water 
Framework Directive with the aims of climate and 
energy policy. The expansion of renewable energy 
sources is required to achieve the aims of climate 
and energy policy, and this will be done in part by 
expanding hydrological power. The AK supports the 
objectives of the Water Framework Directive, which 
aims to improve European freshwater ecosystems. 
This means that hydropower is required to find more 
environmentally-friendly solutions in order to protect 
the ecology and to produce electricity. However, the 
use of whole trees and food and feed crops for energy 
production should be avoided as far as possible.

2.4. Greening urban and peri-urban areas

The call for all European cities with 20,000 inhabitants 
or more to draw up urban greening plans by the end 
of 2021 is very welcomed. In the City of Vienna, this is 
already largely met by the sectoral concept of green 
and open space within the framework of the Urban 
Development Plan 2025. In addition to the measures 
listed for European cities (increasing biodiversity in 
urban forests, parks and gardens, greening roofs 
and walls, creating links between green spaces and 
eliminating the use of pesticides), the implementation 
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of the “sponge city” concept in many places seems 
desirable. The aim of the sponge city is to temporarily 
store rainwater where it falls and to greatly reduce 
run-off water. This prevents overcrowded canals in 
the city. A large proportion can evaporate and seep 
away on site via “green elements” such as troughs, 
tree trenches, and green roofs and facades. The AK 
would like to point out that plans and concepts for 
the greening of cities should also be designed in a 
coordinated manner with social concerns. Important 
synergies can be found in the preservation and 
restoration of the diversity of nature and the creation 
of high-quality local recreation areas and urban 
residences in public space. Therefore, when creating 
new green spaces, usability by residents must also be 
considered. Social aspects of the situation should also 
be decisive in distribution over the urban space. The 
expansion of biodiversity and social aspects should 
therefore be considered in an integrated way in urban 
development.

2.5. Reducing pollution

The measures to reduce environmental pollution and 
the development of a new EU sustainability strategy 
for chemicals with a zero-pollutant action plan for air, 
water and soil are expressly welcomed, as formulated 
in the AK statement on the “European Green Deal”.

3.  Enabling transformative change

The objective of creating a new European governance 
framework for biodiversity is expressly welcomed. 
Social partners, in particular employee representatives, 
must be involved here.

3.1. Investments, pricing and taxation

In AK´s view it is positive that at least EUR 20 billion 
will be made available annually for this strategy. Care 
must be taken to ensure that other challenges are 
not overlooked. It is already clear that the investment 
volume envisaged under the “European Green Deal” 
will by no means be sufficient on its own to achieve 
the existing energy and climate targets for 2030. 
Should these actually be tightened up, as is currently 
politically desired, the scale of necessary investment 
will be even greater. It is essential to prevent the 
costs of the desired energy system transformation 
or decarbonisation from being borne largely by 
consumers and workers, especially those on low 
incomes.

Moreover, a just transition to a decarbonised 
economy will not succeed without an explicitly well-

being oriented policy. This requires targeted public 
investment, the costs of which must be financed by a 
fair tax system.

Adequate financing of the Green Deal will also 
depend on the extent to which it is finally able to 
put an effective stop to the massive loss of tax 
revenues for national budgets caused by tax fraud, 
tax evasion, and aggressive tax planning. The efforts 
made to combat tax fraud, tax evasion and tax 
avoidance (in particular by companies and wealthy 
individuals) must be intensified and successfully 
completed. It is generally necessary to overcome 
the tax policy deadlock at the European level and to 
make progress on taxation of the digital economy, 
the creation of a common consolidated corporate 
tax base, including the implementation of the digital 
permanent establishment and complemented by an 
EU-wide minimum tax rate and move forward with the 
introduction of a substantial financial transaction tax.

At the very least, scepticism is called for when 
it comes to mobilising private funds to finance 
biodiversity. As private capital is always looking for 
investment opportunities, it must be taken care that 
this does not lead to privatization or monetarization 
by nature. The objectives of the Taxonomy Regulation 
to promote transparency in the market for green 
investments and thus channel capital into sustainable 
business activities are supported. However, care 
must be taken to ensure that this does not lead to the 
privatisation of formerly public services, in particular 
services of general interest. A stronger orientation 
of private economic activity towards sustainability 
criteria – including social aspects – is essential for the 
future viability of the EU. The privatisation of public 
assets and returns, while at the same time shifting 
risks to the general public and/or small investors 
(for example, in the context of private pension 
provision) must be avoided and must not be used as a 
justification for turning the clock back to pre-Lehman 
bankruptcy times in financial market regulation. There 
is also an urgent warning against relaxing capital 
requirements. The goal of environmental sustainability 
must not be at the expense of the goal of financial 
market stability, which is pursued by reflecting 
economic risks in risk-weighted assets. The problem 
is not primarely the demand for environmentally- and 
socially-sustainable investment opportunities, but the 
supply. With a further increase in demand, there is 
the problem of bubble formation for a given supply. In 
contrast, care must be taken to ensure that risks – in 
particular in reation to biodiversity and climate policy 
– are reflected accordingly on balance sheets. What is 
needed is transparency, certification and adequate risk 
assessment.

https://www.akeuropa.eu/communication-european-green-deal-0
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Social balance must be taken into account 
when considering the introduction of ecotaxes. 
Environmental taxes are consumption taxes and affect 
small and medium income households more, as they 
spend a larger share of their income on consumption. 
In principle, eco-taxes should not be used to raise 
funds, but for ecological guidance.

It is certainly positive to promote green public 
procurement more strongly. However, public 
administrations must also be given sufficient leeway 
to make these investments. This requires a “golden 
investment rule” that allows Member States to make 
climate-related, ecological and social net investments 
without violating EU fiscal rules. The European 
Commission must become the forerunner of a 
corresponding change in EU fiscal rules and break 
down resistance in the Council. The social criteria 
of sustainable public procurement should not be 
overlooked and should be given greater consideration.

The AK expressly welcomes the plan to give greater 
consideration to the polluter-pays principle for the 
protection of biodiversity in EU legislation in future. 
From the AK’s point of view, this would also be 
important when approving e.g. chemical substances 
in order to avoid environmental damage and thus also 
biodiversity loss from the outset. More coherence in 
EU legislation would be desirable here. Furthermore, 
the EC could already start with the Directive on the 
charging of heavy goods vehicles and push even 
more strongly for the internalisation of external costs 
in the toll price, for example by making this mandatory 
for all Member States when calculating the toll for 
trucks. In order to ensure that the strategy is followed 
by concrete action, the possibility of pricing CO2 costs 
for lorries should not only be made optional, but 
mandatory. Unfortunately, there is nothing concrete 
about this in this Communication. The EC is also 
silent on the issue of true costs in international trade 
in the chapter on trade policy. In the interests of 
comprehensive nature, air and marine conservation, 
priority should be given not only to combating the 
illegal trade in species mentioned above, but also to 
making significant upward adjustments to transport 
costs – especially in international container shipping 
– in order to substantially reduce the resulting 
environmental damage.

The objective of strengthening research in the 
field of biodiversity is fully supported. Training and 
retraining are important to increase the employment 
opportunities of workers. Nevertheless, attention must 
also be paid to the quality of employment. Short-term, 
low-paid and excessively demanding work cannot 
solve the employment problem in the EU. During the 
training and retraining phases, care must therefore 

be taken to ensure that the persons concerned are in 
active employment as far as possible or at least an 
income that can secure their livelihood. In this sense, 
a right to continuing training with corresponding 
livelihood security should be enshrined on the basis of 
Article 153 TFEU.

4.  Biodiversity and international 
politics

The AK welcomes the fact that the EU would like to 
play a more active role globally in the future. It would 
be helpful and groundbreaking if organisms that have 
been genetically modified by new processes could 
also be classified as genetically modified organisms 
under the International Protocol on Biosafety 
(Cartagena Protocol). The clarity provided by the ECJ 
ruling of 25 July 2018 should also be provided at the 
United Nations (UN) level. There is also a much wider 
issue to be addressed in this context: The technique of 
“Gene Drive”. In this process, new genetic engineering 
methods are used to modify genes in such a way that 
the manipulated trait is transferred to all offspring 
within a few generations, thus overriding the theory of 
heredity. What ecological and social consequences 
“Gene Drive” could have has hardly been scientifically 
investigated yet. In order to protect biodiversity and, 
not least, human health, it would be necessary to put 
a stop to these new genetic engineering methods now 
and to adopt a moratorium on them. The EU should 
also bring this to bear in international negotiations.

In addition, biodiversity protection would also have 
to become a real cross-cutting issue across all 
policy areas and be taken into account in agricultural, 
trade and health policy. Therefore, the AK expressly 
supports the EC’s plan to better assess the impact of 
trade agreements on biodiversity and to take follow-
up action to strengthen the biodiversity provisions of 
existing or, where appropriate, new agreements. In 
this context, the AK takes the liberty of pointing out, 
however, that this requires corresponding studies to 
be carried out before the start of negotiations and 
updates in the course of the negotiations in order 
to be able to incorporate results into the negotiation 
process and take follow-up action. The final draft 
of the Sustainability Impact Assessment (SIA) for 
the EU’s highly controversial trade agreement with 
Mercosur, not least from an environmental and climate 
policy point of view, was only available about a year 
after the political agreement was reached. One of the 
conclusions of this study is that the trade agreement 
could potentially increase the use of fertilisers 
and pesticides and the expansion of agricultural 
production and cattle breeding could increase 

https://power-shift.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Study-on-the-EU-Mercosur-agreement-09.01.2020.pdf
https://power-shift.de/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/Study-on-the-EU-Mercosur-agreement-09.01.2020.pdf
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deforestation of the rainforest. The extent to which 
the subsequently formulated recommendations will 
actually still be taken into account more than a year 
after the announcement of the political agreement 
remains questionable, not least in view of the current 
policies of Brazilian President Bolsonaro.

Modern trade agreements should include “buy local” 
provisions and should also be considered from a 
climate and environmental perspective. Concrete 
support measures – such as technology transfer or 
capacity building – must be provided for developing 
countries with a high level of biodiversity so that the 
high level of biodiversity in these countries can be 
maintained and is not destroyed due to economic 
constraints. Tariff reductions should be limited 
to environmentally-, climate- and biodiversity-
friendly goods. Therefore, the negotiations on the 
Environmental Goods Agreement (EGA) of the WTO 
should be brought to a speedy conclusion. Exceptions 
can be made for developing countries. Conversely, 
individual countries should still be able to apply duties 
to imports with a negative effect on biodiversity. 
In addition, however, any missing provisions on 
biodiversity in existing agreements would also have to 
be added. Thus, the current text of the sustainability 
chapter of the EU trade agreement with Mercosur, for 
example, only commits to promote and implement 
those multilateral environmental agreements which 
the parties have already signed.

The AK would also like to mention that European trade 
policy contributes significantly to the conditions of 
global trade through its priorities, both at multilateral 
level and in bilateral trade agreements. European trade 
policy must therefore be reoriented. Thus, “Binding 
Obligations” remain toothless if no sanctions are 
provided for in the event of breach of the obligations. A 
French proposal in connection with the Paris Climate 
Convention could serve as an example in this respect. 
This provides that the ratification and implementation 
of the commitments of the Paris Agreement, as 
well as non-withdrawal (non-rescission), must be 
anchored as an “essential element” clause in all trade 
agreements. It should be borne in mind, however, that 
not all existing EU trade agreements are covered. It 
should be examined whether the renegotiated trade 
agreement between the USA, Canada and Mexico 
(USMCA) could be an appropriate model in the field 
of environmental protection. The recently adopted 
amendments contain improvements, including a 
reversal of the burden of proof with regard to the 
trade reference by the defendant party. It must 
now demonstrate that there is no link to “trade and 
investment”. This has created an essential prerequisite 
for the effectiveness of dispute resolution. The original 
provisions required the complaining party to prove that 

the violation of labour or environmental standards was 
related to “trade and investment”. Support for a fair 
transition also in the partner countries is indispensable 
in terms of a sustainable trade policy. The AK once 
again refers to its statements on the “European Green 
Deal”, which deals comprehensively with the topic of 
international trade policy.

https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2019/july/tradoc_158166.%20Trade%20and%20Sustainable%20Development.pdf
https://trade.ec.europa.eu/doclib/docs/2019/july/tradoc_158166.%20Trade%20and%20Sustainable%20Development.pdf
https://emedien.arbeiterkammer.at/viewer/resolver?urn=urn:nbn:at:at-akw:g-3396433
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