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MEDIA RELEASE

for immediate release
Groundbreaking European Commission report: Agriculture Policy jeopardises efforts to save Europe’s biodiversity
Brussels, 13 July 2009 – Today the European Commission published the results of an unparalleled exercise assessing the state of nature in 25 Member States. Using data provided by governments, the report analyses the situation of hundreds of habitat types and more than one thousand animal and plant species that are protected under the EU “Habitats” Directive. [1].
Despite some improvements thanks to special nature conservation efforts [2], the report points that the EU is very likely to miss its 2010 target of halting the loss of biodiversity. Especially farmland, wetland and coastal habitats are in trouble and only less than one fifth (17%) of the EU’s most important species and habitats are in good shape.
Applauding the Commission for this groundbreaking analysis BirdLife International [3] welcomes the report’s special spotlight on the role of agriculture: “We now have proof that the Common Agriculture Policy (CAP) remains a key threat to our wildlife and biodiversity” commented Konstantin Kreiser, EU Policy Manager at BirdLife. 
The report shows that habitats associated to agriculture activities are in particular  poor conditions compared to others (7% compared to 21% being in favourable status respectively), with grasslands suffering most from intensification or abandonment.
The EC conclusions match well with evidence collected by BirdLife International about the decline of many farmland birds, like the well-known Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis or the Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus [4].
“It is mainly the fault of national governments and their Agricultural Ministers if attempts to improve the situation have largely failed in the past” added Kreiser. “Under heavy lobby pressure they refuse to provide nature-friendly farmers with the required financial support. Instead they promote agricultural intensification and the expansion of biofuels, both with major negative impact on the environment. The EC report is very timely as the debate on a radical reform of the Common Agricultural Policy has just started and this represents a great, but maybe last chance to stabilise our rural environment.” [5]
Commenting on the overall findings of the report, BirdLife sees it as “scandalous” that 17 years after adoption of the EU Habitats Directive a number of Member States still claim not to know the status of their most important animal and plant species. 
The Commission report especially blames Cyprus, Greece, Spain and Portugal who indicated “unknown” for more than 50% of their species. BirdLife urges the Commission to take firm action to foster governments to invest more in monitoring of nature and wildlife.
BirdLife points at the main reasons for the EU’s failures on biodiversity: “We have excellent nature conservation tools in the EU, like the Natura 2000 network and the Birds and Habitats Directives [6], but we see a permanent failure of authorities when it comes to reforming the sectoral policies, providing the right financial incentives to land managers and effectively safeguarding our protected areas-” states Konstantin Kreiser. “In this context national governments’ commitment to save the environment seems hardly credible and nobody should be surprised by this sad report the Commission published today.” 
Already in April this year BirdLife and other collaborating NGOs have proposed a set of urgent measures to be taken by the EU for safeguarding Europe’s and the world’s ecosystems from 2010 onwards [7]. 
“We cannot afford another failure on biodiversity. Human well-being, food security and economic prosperity depend on our natural environment the same way as we need a stable climate”, Konstantin Kreiser concludes.  
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Notes for the editor
[1] The EU Habitats Directive, together with the Birds Directive, adopted in 1992, obliges Member States to take measures to protect Europe’s animals and plants, and their habitats (more information at www.birdlife.org/eu/EU_policy/Birds_Habitats_Directives/index.html). Article 17 of the EU Habitats Directive requires Member States to report every six years about progress made; the long-awaited composite report published today by the European Commission is the first one of its kind and is based on the data submitted by Member States in 2007.

[2] According to the report “some of the species protected under the Directive, such as the wolf, Eurasian lynx, beaver and otter, are showing signs of recovery in parts of the EU but for these and a majority of other species we are a long way from achieving healthy, sustainable populations”. At the same time the Commission report highlights a study co-authored by BirdLife that shows that birds that are especially protected under the EU Birds Directive and Natura 2000 fare better than others (see www.birdlife.org/news/news/2007/08/science_article.html). 
[3] BirdLife International is a global alliance of nature conservation organisations working in more than 100 countries and territories. BirdLife is the leading authority on the status of birds, their habitats and the problems affecting them, and is working on a wide range of environmental issues. For more information about the work of the BirdLife European Division: http://europe.birdlife.org  

[4] See BirdLife’s new report on  ”the state of Europe’s common birds”, produced together with other organisations in parallel to the Commission’s study: www.ebcc.info/wpimages/video/SECB2008.pdf. BirdLife is involved in the delivery of the Farmland Bird Index which is one of the indicators included in the  SEBI2010 initiative (Streamlining European 2010 Biodiversity Indicators), the pan-European initiative launched in 2004 to develop a European set of biodiversity indicators for assessing and informing about progress in halting biodiversity loss. See the latest SEBI2010 report at www.eea.europa.eu/publications/progress-towards-the-european-2010-biodiversity-target 
There are several reasons why intensive farming contributes to the deline of the  Northern Lapwing: The use of chemicals reduces the availability of invertebrates, while agricultural machinery and cattle trampling lead to high nest and fledgling losses. Drainage and conversion to improved grassland has reduced the availability of wet grassland, one of the Northern Lapwing’s preferred nesting habitats, where they nest on the ground. Increased predation of clutches on improved pastures largely account for the reduced breeding success.

[5] For more detailed information on BirdLife’s position on agricultural policy, see www.birdlife.org/eu/EU_policy/Agriculture/index.html
[6] Natura 2000 is a unique ecological network of protected areas in the territory of the European Union. In May 1992, governments of the European Union adopted legislation designed to protect the most seriously threatened habitats and species across Europe. This legislation is called the Habitats Directive and complements the Birds Directive adopted in 1979. These two Directives are the basis of the creation of the Natura 2000 network (see also www.birdlife.org/eu/EU_policy/Birds_Habitats_Directives/natura2000_intro.html)  
[7] Download NGO position at www.birdlife.org/eu/pdfs/ehf_briefing_for_athens_final_22apr09.pdf 
