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Achieving Environmental Ambition through the Green Architecture 

Draft Non-Paper, presented to the CAP Consultative Committee for discussion on 25/03/21  

 

Subject to change as relevant issues develop at national/EU level including the outcome of the CAP negotiation 

process. 

Prepared by EU Division 

 

Introduction 

In line with society’s changing needs and expectations, the European Commission’s proposals for CAP Post-2020 

increased the CAP’s environmental ambition.  The Council agreed a General Approach in October 2020 which 

included 20% Pillar I ring fencing for Eco-Schemes, 30% environmental ring fencing in Pillar II and enhanced 

Conditionality.  However the final document excludes some of the Commission’s original Conditionality proposals, in 

particular with regard to the extent of Ecological Focus Areas. Within the European Parliament 30% ring fencing for 

Eco-Schemes is proposed with a focus on common schemes implemented across the Member States. Trilogue 

discussions are underway. 

 

In 2020 the Commission published its Farm to Fork and Biodiversity Strategies.  These reflect a further increased level 

of environmental ambition, as does the current Irish Programme for Government, Ag Climatise and the national 

policy statement on the Bio-economy.  In late 2020, the Commission issued recommendations to Ireland regarding 

the implementation of Farm to Fork in the CAP Strategic Plan.   

 

As Ireland develops its CAP Strategic Plan it will need to reflect on how to best achieve its environmental ambition, to 

build on actions undertaken in the current CAP and facilitate development of a sustainable and circular vibrant Irish 

agricultural sector that will evolve in line with societal demands and other policy commitments agreed by 

Government. 

 

This paper provides an overview of the Green Architecture proposed for CAP Post-2020, as well as a number of issues 

for consideration as Ireland develops its environmental ambition.  

 

The Green Architecture 

There are three elements to the Green Architecture: - Conditionality, Pillar 1 Eco-Schemes and Pillar 2 interventions.  
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In planning the next CAP, the three elements of the Green Architecture must combine to work in a 

coherent manner that will achieve the best overall outcome.  

 

Conditionality 

Conditionality (GAEC’s and SMR’s) will replace cross-compliance and certain aspects of Greening within 

the current CAP. It sets baseline requirements for all farmers in receipt of CAP Payments and as such 

provides the opportunity to drive change.   

 

Pillar 1 Eco-Scheme 

Eco-Schemes are annual agri-environmental schemes that farmers can choose to participate in each 

year.  They are proposed for the first time as part of CAP and must be funded within Pillar 1 of the CAP 

budget.  

 

As the Eco-Scheme is an annual scheme, associated actions must achieve an environmental dividend 

within the year of participation.   

 

Payment can only be made for actions/interventions that go beyond Conditionality or legislative 

requirements. The final legal text will likely specify that a minimum percentage of each Member State’s 

Pillar 1 budget must be devoted to Eco-Schemes. 

 

For the Eco-Scheme, Member States can chose to pay participating farmers based on either: 

a) Payment based on environmental benefit, or 

b) Payment based on cost incurred and income foregone. 

This choice will be impacted by WTO compliance requirements so some actions/Eco-Schemes will have 

to be based on payment Option (b) above.  

 

Pillar 2 Interventions 

Pillar 2 interventions contributing to environmental and climate objectives cover a broad range of 

areas, including the flagship agri-environmental scheme (AES), locally led agri-environmental schemes 

(incl. Burren Programme and the European Innovation Partnership projects), organic farming, capital 

investments, knowledge exchange, areas facing natural and other specific constraints and potentially 

animal health and welfare measures. 

With the exception of capital investments, Pillar 2 must in general be multi-annual.  This allows these 

measures include actions and interventions that will deliver benefits in the short-term as well as those 

that will take longer to realise. 

 

There is more certainty around likely uptake of Pillar 2 interventions than there is regarding Eco-

Schemes, however Pillar 2 AES offers less potential to incentivise change given that payments can only 

be based on cost incurred and income foregone as a result of participation. Similar to Eco-Schemes, 

payment can only be made for actions/interventions that go beyond Conditionality or legislative 

requirements.  

In addition to achieving coherence across the three elements of the Green Architecture, it will also be 

important to achieve coherence and an appropriate focus within all selected Pillar 2 measures that 

constitute that component of the Green Architecture.   

  

https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/key-policies/common-agricultural-policy/income-support/cross-compliance_en
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Other considerations associated with the Green Architecture 

 Broad acceptance by farmers and their advisors will be important to deliver change. 

 Different sectors within Irish agriculture present different challenges.  The Green Architecture 

should consider these differences along with DAFM’s ability to apply controls and deliver payments 

in line with expected payment timelines. 

 Interventions will have to meet the proposed CAP’s New Delivery Model requirements.   

 New technologies offer scope to alter the design, implementation, control and assessment of 

progress under various elements of the Green Architecture. Examples include geo-tagged 

photographs, online submission of documents, and advances in satellite monitoring.  

 Learning’s from existing interventions should be considered along with the potential for Pillar 2 

Results or Score-Based schemes. 

 Each potential intervention’s impact on the Department’s resources must also be considered.  

 

Possible Green Architecture Scenarios 

The points in favour and points against 21 possible combinations of Conditionality, Eco-Scheme and 

Pillar 2 interventions were considered.  This identified three combinations that were deemed most 

favourable, considering overall expected environmental impact and positive points in favour as well as 

the negative points against each combination. 

 

The three most favourable scenarios included the scenario described as: “Drive significant change 

through high ambition Pillar 2 interventions with some increased Conditionality and an Eco-Scheme 

for all farmers”.    

 

This scenario is considered most appropriate for a situation where a significant proportion of Pillar 1 

must be devoted to Eco-Schemes and there are risks associated with the loss of unspent Eco-Scheme 

funds. It was also supported by stakeholder comments during two CAP Consultative Committee 

workshops on the Green Architecture in late 2020. 

 

The three elements of the Green Architecture within this Scenario can be described as follows:  

Conditionality 

 Enhanced environmental protection – increase certain requirements to drive some degree of 

change on the majority of farms.  

 

Eco-Schemes 

 Eco-Scheme for all farmers – assign a significant percentage of Pillar 1 (20-30% likely to be 

required by Regulation).  Create an Eco-Scheme(s) that will deliver change through participation 

by the majority of Irish farmers1 to each deliver a degree of environmental improvement, 

thereby providing a substantial impact at national level.   

Note 1: or the majority of total agricultural area/the most appropriate agricultural area. 
 

Pillar 2 interventions 

 High impact – provide strong budget to support ambitious environmentally focussed 

interventions that will deliver significant long-term environmental improvement through 

participation by a significant number of farmers2 with each making a strong improvement on 

their farm. 

Note 2: or a significant proportion of total agricultural area/the most appropriate agricultural area.  
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Measures outside CAP 

It must also be borne in mind that CAP will only achieve a certain proportion of Ireland’s environmental 

ambition.  This will be especially the case where budgetary limitations apply.  Where possible, industry 

support should be leveraged to effect appropriate change at farm level.  In some cases, increased 

regulation may also be required to address specific issues. 

 

A combination of CAP and other EU (LIFE, HORIZON) and national funds, as well as Industry related 

interventions combined with regulation will likely be required to achieve Ireland’s overall 

environmental ambition. Such a combination will require a co-ordinated approach between DAFM, 

other Government Departments, State Agencies and Industry.  Bord Bia’s Origin Green Programme 

could play a role in this regard. 

 

Possible Green Architecture Scenarios 

Appendix 1 illustrates possibilities regarding enhanced Conditionality as part of the Green Architecture. 

 

Appendix 2 sets out key principles for designing an Eco-Scheme based on a significant proportion of the 

Pillar 1 budget and that will avoid risks associated with unspent funds. 

 

Appendix 3 sets out key principles for designing high impact Pillar 2 interventions. 

 

Conclusion and Next Steps  

 As outlined above, the three elements of the Green Architecture must combine to work in a 

coherent manner that will achieve the best overall outcome. 

 

 No element of the Green Architecture for the next CAP should be considered finalised until all 

elements are finalised. 

 

 Changes in the draft legislation as the CAP negotiations continue along with any relevant issues 

at EU / national level must be considered as work on the Green Architecture progresses.  
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Appendix 1  

Conditionality as part of the Green Architecture for the next CAP - DRAFT  

 

Conditionality  

Conditionality will replace cross-compliance and certain aspects of Greening within the current CAP. It 

sets baseline requirements for all farmers in receipt of CAP Payments and as such provides the 

opportunity to drive change and to deliver on environmental commitments.  If a farmer does not meet 

conditionality requirements, a financial penalty must apply to their payment(s). 

 

There are two elements to conditionality: 

1. Good Agricultural and Environmental Conditions (GAEC’s) 

The GAEC’s set standards for mitigating and adapting to climate change; protecting water 

quality; protecting soil quality; land management; and protection of biodiversity. Member 

States will have to define their national standard for each GAEC, detailing their implementation 

and tailoring them to their specific local needs and characteristics. 

 

2. Statutory Management Requirements (SMR’s) 
The SMR’s link the CAP to wider EU legislation relating to the environment, food safety, animal 

identification, health and welfare as well as plant protection products. As the SMR’s are based on EU 

legislation, there is less scope for Member States to specify their own individual requirements for 

SMR’s, however one exception to this is the Nitrates Regulations. 

 

21 different possible combinations of the Green Architecture were considered.  These included 3 

different approaches to Conditionality as follows: 

1. As is – continue as close as possible to current rules. There will be some increase in Conditionality 

requirements through proposed SMR 13 becoming part of Conditionality as well as the introduction 

of proposed GAEC’s 2, 8 and possibility 9 (depending on wording regarding Ecological Focus Areas).  

 

2. Enhanced environmental protection – increase certain requirements to drive some degree of change 

on the majority of farms. In this scenario in addition to the changes outlined for “As is,” there could 

be additional requirements introduced under proposed GAEC 4 (buffer zones along watercourses), 6 

(land management to limit erosion), 7 (protection of soil in most sensitive periods and areas) and 9 

(retention of landscape features and minimum threshold for Ecological Focus Areas).  

 

3. Maximum environmental protection – increase requirements in the “Enhanced scenario” above as 

far as possible to drive change on the majority of farms. 

 

 

The analysis concluded that enhanced Conditionality combined with “an Eco-Scheme for all farmers” 

and “high impact” Pillar 2 interventions will provide the optimum combination of the Green 

Architecture to meet consumer and societal demands regarding the environment. 

It will only be possible to finally define the Green Architecture for the new CAP when discussions on 

the draft regulations conclude; however in the interim there is need to develop Ireland’s thinking 

around these issues.  In doing so, one must be conscious legislative parameters may change, for 

https://ec.europa.eu/info/food-farming-fisheries/key-policies/common-agricultural-policy/income-support/cross-compliance_en
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example, a key issue in current trilogues between the European Council, Parliament and the 

Commission is the ability for a Member State to set conditionality requirements which exceed those 

that will be set out in the basic regulations. 

Slight changes to GAECs could have signficant positive environmental impacts, however any increase in 

Conditionality will raise the standards that must be achieved for Eco-Schemes and/or Pillar 2 

interventions. Changes may also reduce farm productivity or impose additional costs on farmers. 

Therfore any changes suggested must be scientifically justified, must make a positive impact on the 

parameter(s) in question and the reason(s) for changing requirements must be communicated 

effectively. 

DAFM’s ability to implement controls must also be considered especially in the context of moving to the 

new Area Mononitoring System which has the potential to replace the need for certain physical on-

farm inspections. The Area Monitoring System may also have the potential to allow more effective 

controls to be applied nationally. 

In late October 2020 the Euopean Parliament and the Council agreed their respective general 

approaches to the CAP Regulations.   

The co-legislators’ positions have been considered along with the Commission’s original proposals.  A 

summary of DAFM’s currently suggested changes regarding Conditionality are set out below.  
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Summary of DAFM’s proposed changes to Conditionality (subject to Ministerial agreement): 

GAEC 2 New GAEC requirements will be introduced for the protection of wetland and peatland (new 

GAEC).  There are a number of issues to be considered relating to the definition of wetland and 

peatland, mapping and associated GAEC requirements. 

SMR 2 Review of the Nitrates Action Programme has commenced.  Changes arising from this process 

will impact on elements of Conditionality relating to water quality.  They will also impact on the broader 

Green Architecture. 

GAEC 4 Currently implemented through the Nitrates Regulations, any further increase in buffer 

requirements should be targeted at specific areas where losses occur rather than simply increasing 

overall buffer widths. 

GAEC 5  Council and Parliament both propose that GAEC 5 should not be included in Conditionality, 

however the Commission will likely strongly argue for its inclusion.  

GAEC 6 Existing GAEC. Consideration will be given to introducing an extended buffer strip at the bottom 

of sloping fields that are located near watercourses or requiring sowing of a grass margin alongside 

these watercourses. Consideration will be given to other cultivation practices that could reduce soil 

erosion. 

GAEC 7 Existing GAEC. Consideration will be given to prohibiting ploughing until 1st January unless a 

crop is sown within 6 weeks. If catch crops are being grazed in-situ, the need for a proportionate lie-

back area will be considered.  Consideration will also be given to increasing buffer strips beside 

watercourses if catch crops are being grazed. For areas identified as vulnerable by the EPA, 

consideration will be given to making catch crops compulsory. Consideration will be given to the use of 

other targeted management practices on tillage farms to limit soil erosion. The review of the Nitrates 

Action Programme may impact on this GAEC. 

GACE 8  New GAEC requirement, which is currently part of Greening.  There is a need to consider 

rotational requirements and ways specialised growers can meet this GAEC’s requirements, for example 

through use of catch crops while also being conscious of the impact of the review of the Nitrates Action 

Programme. Any exemptions may have to be supported by detailed soil analysis to monitor soil health 

over time. 

GAEC 9  If the final regulations allow it, consider applying Ecological Focus Area (EFA) requirements to 

all agricultural land rather than just arable land.  The list of landscape features to be retained will be 

reviewed with a view to adding to this list. To ensure proper enforcement, compliance with EIA 

Regulations could be linked into this GAEC.  If granting permission to remove a hedgerow the area to be 

reinstated could be increased in recognition of the time it will take the new hedgerow to mature and 

achieve the benefits that were associated with the original hedgerow. Review specifications and 

planting dates for catch crops and nitrogen fixing crops.  
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Appendix 2  

Principles for Designing an Eco-Scheme(s) - DRAFT 

 

Introduction 

The CAP Regulations are still under discussion; this appendix will have to be developed and finalised in 

light of the on-going discussions at EU level, evolving Stakeholder views and to reflect the Minister’s 

views.  However, notwithstanding the current unknowns it is possible to foresee a number of 

issues/principles and there is a need to progress DAFM’s preparations to integrate the Eco-Scheme(s) 

into Ireland’s CAP Strategic Plan. 

 

This appendix summarises key principles that should be considered in Eco-Scheme design based on the 

current state of play in the CAP negotiation process.  These views were supported by stakeholders 

during two Green Architecture workshops involving the CAP Consultative Committee in Nov-Dec 2020.  

 

Draft legislative and policy background 

Eco-Schemes are proposed for the first time as part of CAP Pillar I. Each Member State (MS) will have to 

develop an Eco-Scheme or multiple Eco-Schemes.  As the Eco-Scheme is an annual scheme, associated 

actions must achieve an environmental/climatic dividend for one year’s participation in the scheme.  It 

should be noted however that in late 2020, the Commission advised multi-annual Eco-Schemes could 

be considered.   

 

Each MS will have to establish a list of Eco-Scheme actions.  The Commission may issue 

guidelines/recommendations regarding suitable actions.  The Commission has published a non-paper 

giving some examples of potential Eco-Schemes as well as a list of examples of potential actions.  It has 

also provided some guidance regarding Eco-Scheme payment options. In late 2020, the Commission 

issued recommendations to Ireland regarding the implementation of Farm to Fork in the CAP Strategic 

Plan.  The Eco-Scheme has a potential role to play in addressing a number of these recommendations.  

If correctly designed, it could also assist in facilitating achievement of a number of actions outlined in 

Ag Climatise and the Programme for Government. 

 

Eco-Scheme payments can only be made for actions/interventions that go beyond Conditionality or 

legislative requirements.  For the Eco-Scheme, MS can chose to pay participating farmers based on 

either: 

(a) Payment additional to the Basic Income Support for Sustainability (BISS) based on 

environmental/climate benefit, or 

(b) Payment based on cost incurred and income foregone. 

This choice will be impacted by WTO compliance requirements; some actions/Eco-Scheme options will 

have to be based on payment Option (b) above.  

 

The Council agreed a General Approach in October 2020 which included 20% Pillar I ring fencing for 

Eco-Schemes, although certain Pillar 2 expenditure may possibly count towards this threshold. Within 

the European Parliament 30% ring fencing for Eco-Schemes is proposed.  The Parliament has also taken 

a significantly different overall approach to Eco-Schemes; their agreed General Approach would require 

Member States to offer a broad variety of Eco-Schemes and to reward different ambition levels based 

on points or ratings systems.  The Council position and the original Commission proposals allow a 
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simpler approach that builds on Conditionality. The trilogues process is on-going; the outcome of those 

discussions will have a significant impact on possibilities regarding Eco-Scheme design.  

 

Given there is no previous experience dealing with Eco-Schemes combined with the fact that farmers 

will be able to opt-in /opt-out of the scheme each year there is significant uncertainty regarding scheme 

participation levels.   

 

As the Eco-Scheme is funded within Pillar 1 there is no provision to carry forward unspent funds into 

the next financial year.  

 

Eco-Scheme ambition 

The Eco-Scheme is a core element of the Green Architecture for the next CAP.   

 

As outlined above, 21 different possible combinations of the Green Architecture were considered. 

Enhanced Conditionality combined with “an Eco-Scheme for all farmers” and “high impact” Pillar 2 

interventions was considered the most appropriate scenario for a situation where a significant 

proportion of Pillar 1 must be devoted to Eco-Schemes and there are risks associated with the loss of 

unspent Eco-Scheme funds. This combination was also supported by stakeholder comments during the 

two CAP Consultative Committee workshops on the Green Architecture in late 2020. 

The overall impact of the Eco-Scheme(s) will be determined by the number of farmers3 who choose to 

participate and the requirements for the actions completed under the scheme. The latter point will 

allow tailoring of certain Eco-Scheme actions to optimise the scheme’s overall environmental impact. In 

addition, to achieve optimum environmental impact the Eco-Scheme must be developed in tandem 

with the other elements of the Green Architecture. 

Note3: or the proportion of total agricultural area/ the proportion of the most appropriate agricultural 

area participating. 

 

Designing an Eco-Scheme(s) 

An Eco-Scheme based on a significant proportion of the Pillar 1 budget and that will avoid risks 

associated with unspent funds should be based on the following 4 principles: 

1. People should be encouraged to participate.  

2. There should be a financial incentive. 

3. It should be a simple but effective scheme with broad appeal. 

4. Eco-Scheme(s) should be presented as an optional environmental top-up to BISS. 

 

Reasoning behind each principle is set out below. 

 

Principle 1: People should be Encouraged to Participate  

A positive communications campaign, including consideration of issues relating to behavioral 

economics should be used.  This campaign should seek to leverage support across industry 

stakeholders.  Principles 2, 3 and 4 below will feed into this.  
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Principle 2: There should be a Financial Incentive 

Financial reward has a significant influence on the majority of people. 

 

Eco-Scheme payments can be based on either: 

(a) Payment additional to BISS based on environmental/climate benefit, or 

(b) Payment based on cost incurred and income foregone. In this scenario there may also be 

some provision to account for transaction costs. 

Option (a) allows payment rates to include an incentive element to encourage participation.  There is 

less scope to incentivise under payment Option (b).  

 

Eco-Scheme payments must be WTO “Green Box” compliant. In late 2020, the Commission advised that 

Eco-Schemes operating under payment Option (a) above must not be related to / based on the type 

/volume of production.  For example, if an MS wanted to introduce an Eco-Scheme relating to 

extensive management of permanent grassland or an Eco-Scheme related to arable crops it would not 

be WTO complaint if based on payment Option (a); instead it would have to be based on Option (b).  If 

an Eco-Scheme is to focus support on a given type of production/land use, the only option is payment 

based on cost incurred and income forgone with possibly some provision for transaction costs. 

 

If there is an under-execution of expenditure on the Eco-Scheme it would make environmental sense to 

keep those funds within the Eco-Scheme if possible.  The current proposal is that this will be achieved 

by increasing the rate of aid payable to Eco-Scheme participants.   

 

Under Option (b) the maximum amount payable can represent 100% compensation for costs incurred 

and income foregone.  Under this payment method, the planned/expected rate of aid would be less 

than full compensation for the costs associated with engaging in the Eco-Scheme.  In this scenario, the 

degree to which farmers would be compensated would depend on the uptake of the Eco-Scheme(s), 

however the amount payable to the farmer could never exceed the estimated cost incurred and income 

foregone (plus transaction costs).  

 

People are unlikely to volunteer for the Eco-Scheme if they perceive they are unlikely to be at least 

financially compensated for engaging.  On the other hand, farmers are much more likely to engage if 

they perceive they will be well rewarded for completing relatively easy actions that still achieve an 

appropriate environmental benefit. These views have been echoed by different stakeholder groups 

during CAP Consultative Committee discussions.   

  

Some may argue the Eco-Scheme should be environmentally ambitious to deliver best value for money 

and as such there should be minimal incentivisation, however this argument must be balanced by the 

need to engage people.   

 

In the interest of fairness actions should be designed to reward what already exists on farms, while also 

encouraging environmental progress where appropriate. A high proportion of farmers, each doing 

something for the environment has the potential to have a more positive overall effect, than a smaller 

proportion of farmers, even where each does more for the environment.  The key issue is to engage 

people in the Eco-Scheme, especially if any under-execution may result in either: 

 minimum expenditure thresholds not being met, or  

 the redistribution of unspent funds through BISS with no added environmental benefit.   
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Eco-Scheme payments should be based as far as possible around payment Option (a) above with a 

strong incentive element especially in the early years of the Scheme. In light of WTO requirements 

certain targeted specific Eco-Schemes/actions within Eco-Schemes will have to be based on payment 

Option (b).  The Commission has confirmed it will be possible to have an Eco-Scheme that includes 

some actions based on payment Option (a) and other actions based on payment Option (b); this 

opportunity should be maximised. 

 

From an environmental perspective it makes sense to resource the Eco-Scheme.  If there is a strong 

budget for Eco-Schemes, famers are much more likely to engage.   

 

The food processing industry is witnessing increasing market demand for proof of sustainability. To 

complement the financial incentives available under CAP, the possibly of using industry support and/or 

participation in Bord Bia’s Quality Scheme(s) to drive Eco-Scheme participation especially among more 

intensive farmers should be explored.  

 

Principle 3: Simple but Effective Scheme with Broad Appeal 

To create funding for the Eco-Scheme all farmers will see the value of their Direct Payment outside the 

Eco-Scheme decline. Ireland operates a payment entitlements based Direct Payments system with 

various different entitlement unit values.  The fact the Eco-Scheme will reduce each farmer’s existing 

Direct Payment by a percentage but then be offered back as a flat rate payment per Ha or action 

completed will mean that farmers with high value entitlements will likely contribute more than they will 

be able to receive if there is only one Eco-Scheme.  On the other hand, farmers with low value 

entitlements will likely receive a net increase in their Direct Payment if they chose to participate in such 

an Eco-Scheme.  The fact that payment entitlement unit values differ within farming sectors combined 

with the need to respect WTO rules will limit the potential to address this issue by creating sector 

specific or numerous different Eco-Schemes. 

Either way, the Eco-Scheme(s) should be designed to accommodate all farming systems and intensities.  

Potential actions should be selected and structured in a manner than will allow each farmer select from 

a limited range of effective options for some or all of their land as appropriate to fulfill Eco-Scheme 

requirements and qualify for the Eco-Scheme payment(s).  

The Eco-Scheme will be an annual scheme so it should be designed in a manner that will allow farmers 

easily identify and select suitable effective measures for their farms. It should be designed so farmers 

capable of making an online application themselves will have no necessity to engage a professional 

advisor.    

 

Principle 4: Eco-Scheme(s) should be presented as an optional environmental top-up to BISS. 

The Eco-Scheme application process should be integrated with the BISS application process.  A farmer is 

more likely to engage in the Eco-Scheme if the application is presented to them along with their BISS 

application and then can readily see the value of their Eco-Scheme top-up to BISS.   

 

Eco-Scheme payments should be timed to issue to farmers as close as possible to current Direct 

Payment timelines.  
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In addition to considering each action’s environmental/climate benefit, DAFM’s capacity to conduct 

controls on Eco-Scheme actions during the period between BISS application and mid-October/the 

balancing payment in December should be considered when preparing the lists of potential Eco-Scheme 

actions.   
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Appendix 3 

Realising Pillar 2 agri-environmental ambition - DRAFT 

 

Designing Pillar 2 agri-environmental interventions 

High impact Pillar 2 interventions should build upon Conditionality and Eco-Schemes to ensure 

increased environmental/climate outcomes.  

 

They should be based on the following 9 principles: 

1. Strike right balance between flagship AES and locally led initiatives 

2. Directly address identified national environmental priorities  

3. The flagship AES should where possible build on current ‘targeting of actions’ under GLAS  

4. The flagship AES actions should be controllable, evidenced-based and where appropriate also 

score-based   

5. The environmental baseline should be established and a comprehensive monitoring 

programme should be set up 

6. Up-skilling farmers and advisors should be a key focus of Pillar 2 supports 

7. The area under organic farming should be increased 

8. All other Pillar 2 supports should contribute to a higher environmental ambition 

9. A coherent overall approach to address biodiversity, climate and water ambitions 

 

Reasoning behind each principle is set out below. 

 

Principle 1:  Strike right balance between flagship AES and locally led initiatives 

There should be a balanced approach between the national agri-environmental scheme (AES) and the 

continuation of the locally led agri-environmental schemes to address specific challenges related to 

certain species and certain geographical areas.  

 

The flagship AES should be potentially open to all farmers, while the locally led agri-environmental 

schemes should be targeted to specific issues and associated farmers, for example, farmers with Hen 

Harrier, Freshwater Pearl Mussel, red list species habitats on their holdings, farmers in the Burren and 

potentially farmers with commonage lands or farmers in catchment areas with specific water quality 

issues.  

 

Principle 2:  Directly address national environmental priorities  

The Programme for Government commits Ireland to achieving a number of environmental goals in 

response to our national and international obligations and is directing existing and new public policy to 

achieving these goals. Examples of this are the new Climate Action Bill and the Prioritised Action 

Framework (PAF) which was recently agreed by Government. The CAP can be a major driver in the 

achievement of these goals particularly through Pillar 2 and its important that CAP Pillar 2 funding is 

directly targeted at these national priorities.  
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Principle 3: The flagship AES should where possible build on current ‘targeting of actions’ under 

GLAS 

The flagship AES should be structured to ensure that the most appropriate farmers are incentivised to 

undertake the most effective actions.  

The aim should be to engage each participating farmer in the most appropriate actions for their farm 

overall. While farmers should be given the option to select certain actions, there may be a need to 

establish certain mandatory actions to address specific issues in certain areas/farming sectors. Certain 

mandatory actions should be targeted at the specific needs of those actions e.g. geographical areas, 

farming sectors and farming intensities where it will achieve the best environmental return while also 

coherently linking with other elements of the Green Architecture. It should also be recognised that 

some environmental/climate issues may be best addressed outside the CAP framework.  

While a high impact AES should encourage broad participation, such breadth of appeal should not be at 

the expense of achieving high environmental ambition. The objective should be to create a scheme that 

will appeal to the broadest possible number of farmers across all farming enterprises and intensities, 

while being cognisant that the number that may ultimately participate in the scheme may be 

constrained by the available scheme budget.  To ensure environmental ambition, the scheme should be 

set-up from the outset to prioritise support for key change actions and certain categories of applicant 

who commit to these actions for acceptance into the scheme.   

A 2-tiered entry approach is proposed: 

Tier 1 the most important tier, the purpose of which is to attract famers in identified priority areas 

e.g. targeting improved water quality/biodiversity or climate change mitigation. This should also 

be informed by other Govt. Department’s/Agencies activities and data to achieve maximum 

benefit at catchment or regional level.  

Tier 2 to encompass those farmers not in Tier 1, who may select from a menu of targeted actions for 

their farms to effectively address key environmental and climate challenges. 

 

Principle 4: The flagship AES actions should be controllable, evidenced-based and where 

appropriate also score-based   

All Pillar 2 AES actions must be designed to allow DAFM develop and implement a control programme 

that will satisfy the European Commission’s regulatory and audit requirements, while also allowing 

farmers identify and embrace suitable actions for their farms. 

The current AES (i.e. GLAS) allows farmers select from a very broad list of actions.  Some of these 

actions have been very effective while certain other actions have not delivered their anticipated 

environmental dividends.  

Decisions on which actions to include in the new AES should be informed by evaluation findings, 

experience in GLAS, REPS, AEOS and findings from the Transitional Period results-based pilot scheme. In 

addition, learnings from the EIP projects should also be considered (e.g. the BRIDE Project). 

Consideration should also be given to the possibility that some existing specialised conservation GLAS 

actions may be best suited to a regional roll out as part of a separate higher ambition AES or as part of 

an EIP. 
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Certain existing AES measures will yield an environmental dividend even if completed on a once-off 

basis as part of an annual scheme.  The advantages and disadvantages of transferring these actions to 

the Eco-Scheme(s) should also be considered along with the potential for some existing actions to be 

encompassed by enhanced Conditionality. 

Actions selected for each element within the Green Architecture must be focused on addressing 

evidenced based needs as well as environmental and climate change policies at national and EU level. 

To achieve the required outcome they must also engage the correct group(s) of farmers as set out in 

Principle 3 above. 

A results or score-based system builds on baseline data and shows the rate and type of improvement 

over a period of years.  This facilitates analysis and further policy development. It also rewards those 

who are achieving most thereby creating a further incentive to achieve change.   

While generally well received by farmers there are risks regarding how score-based actions may be 

perceived.  For example, there may be concerns about reduced payment certainty and for most farmers 

moving to a score-based scheme represents a step into the unknown.  Score-based actions also require 

a system that will facilitate submission and appropriate verification of the results/scores in a manner 

that will allow timely payments. Developments in enabling technology such as the potential to use geo-

tagged photos and online score cards are creating a greater opportunity to use a score-based approach 

for certain measures and associated payments. 

Not all actions lend themselves to a score-based approach.  Striking the correct balance between score-

based and prescription-based measures will be important to achieve environmental ambition.  

The contribution from score-based measures should be maximised where feasible, however many AES 

actions will likely still be appropriate to a prescription-based approach to payments.  It is likely the 

scheme will have to be a “hybrid” combining the best combination of both types of measures.  

Decisions around the best approach for each action should be informed by learnings arising from the 

results-based pilot scheme that will be implemented during the Transitional Period.   

 

Principle 5: The environmental baseline should be established and a comprehensive monitoring 

programme should be set up 

Achievement of results will be a key aspect of all interventions under CAP Strategic Plan. Data gathered 

as part of the pilot Farm Environmental Study that will be implemented during the Transition Period will 

contribute to setting the baseline against which action delivery will be measured on a national level.   

In addition, IT and online recording systems will have to be considered during scheme design and set up 

accordingly.  A comprehensive Monitoring Programme should be established to capture the impact of 

specific actions at farm level. Such a Monitoring Programme would also quantify the results at 

regional/national level and demonstrate progress towards environmental and climate targets (essential 

for the proposed CAP’s New Delivery Model).  

The value of adopting a collaborative approach with certain State Agencies should be considered; for 

example, the potential to use EPA for spatial data, or NPWS to assist with monitoring should be 

considered. 
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Principle 6: Up-skilling farmers and advisors should be a key focus of Pillar 2 supports 

An effective training programme should be developed to ensure all agricultural advisors, both State and 

private sector, have a full understanding of scheme objectives, action requirements and the need for 

environmental change.  Satisfactory completion of this training should be a requirement before an 

advisor commences work on the scheme(s).   

An effective system of controls, communication and other appropriate measures should be developed 

to ensure advisor’s work regarding Pillar 2 supports meets acceptable standards. 

Environmental training regarding each action’s objectives, rationale and requirements should be 

provided to participating farmers as early as possible in the flagship AES. Training during the 

Transitional Period should assist to prepare farmers for future AES. 

 

Principle 7: The area under organic farming should be increased 

The area under organic farming should be increased, as per the Programme for Government 

commitment, the National Organic Strategy 2019-2025 and the Green Deal target to increase organic 

farming. Further consideration is required on the method to increase the area under organic farming 

taking into account the market need and support for organic products, particularly those sectors in 

deficit, and aligning public supports with these. 

 

Principle 8:  All other Pillar 2 supports should contribute to a higher environmental ambition 

Other Pillar 2 supports include for example, on-farm capital investments, areas facing natural and other 

specific constraints (ANC) and animal health and welfare measures.  These should also contribute to 

achieving higher environmental ambition.  

On-farm capital investments should have a “green” focus, and thereby not contribute to the 

intensification of agriculture. Again these should be aligned with Government policy including, for 

example, the new policy on micro-generation.  

ANC should continue to support farmers in areas facing natural or other specific constraints, thereby 

reducing the risk of land abandonment and degradation of sensitive habitats due to under-grazing. 

Animal health and welfare initiatives should be pursued to maximise co-benefits for 

environmental/climate objectives as well as animal health and welfare objectives. 

 

Principle 9: A coherent overall approach to address biodiversity, climate and water ambitions 

Achieving environmental ambition will depend on achieving the correct combination of measures 

across the Green Architecture to address biodiversity, climate and water ambitions.   

When there is clarity regarding where each action should be located within the Green Architecture and 

how they will combine, consideration should be given to the idea that participation in a long-term AES 

or locally led scheme should be conditional on the farmer also participating in the Eco-Scheme for each 

year of their contract.  

A coherent overall approach should also include coherence with other DAFM policies outside CAP, such 

as afforestation; it’s important that next CAP and next National Forestry Programme are aligned.  

Ends. 


