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THE PROMOTERS

We are concerned about 
the increasing threats 
affecting soils, both in EU 
and globally.

Our only economic support 
is by a grant from an Italian 
Foundation

Fondazione 
CARIPLO

A free and open network of European NGO's, research 
institutes, farmers associations and environmental 
groups.We are activists, volunteers, scientists, farmers. 



  

Some 460 organisation based in 26 
MS support the ECI

 National coordinations in Spain, Italy, France, Germany, Austria, Ireland, Belgium, 
Portugal, Netherlands, Greece



  

The ECI targets 
I. “Recognize soil as a shared heritage that needs EU level 
protection, as it provides essential benefits connected to 
human well-being and environmental resilience.”

A soil legal framework is required at an EU level. Complying 
with the subsidiarity principle, MS are fully responsible for 
land planning and management, but soil is not just a 
national matter, it’s a natural resource providing shared 
ecosystem services: the more widely acknowledged soil 
service -provision of food and raw materials- is alredy the 
basis of the Common Agricultural Policy. 

Nowaday, we need to re-affirm that principles assumed as the 
basis of European project still work, but we are also aware 
about the wider variety and complexity of services provided 
by soil for the well-being and safety of the community of the 
Europeans. Soil management is a shared responsibility.



  

The ECI targets 
II. “Develop a dedicated legally binding framework covering the main 
soil threats: erosion, sealing, organic matter decline, biodiversity loss 
and contamination”

We demand rules to prevent the disruption and the degradation of a 
resource, in particular the not-reversible impacts, as the resource 
soil is

● Scarce with respect to the EU population (<3000 sq. m cultivated soil 
per capita)

● Not renewable
● Not replaceable

We cannot tolerate any avoidable and not-compensated waste or 
pollution of soil resource, as far as we already don’t tolerate waste 
of materials, waste of food, pollution of air or water. We assume the 
waste of soil as a misappropriation with respect to the future 
generations of European Citizens.



  

The ECI targets 

III. “ integrate soil related UN Sustainable 
Development Goals into EU policies”

On September 25th 2015, Countries adopted a set of 
17 goals as part of a new sustainable global 
development agenda supported by UN. Each goal has 
specific targets to be achieved over the next 15 years.

Preserving healthy soils and their fertility is a 
recurrent topic in many SDG fixed by the UN (SDG 1, 
2, 11, 12, 15), but a specific, relevant target is fixed by 
SDG 15: “By 2030 strive to achieve a land 
degradation-neutral world”. 

We want EU be a champion in pursuing this target 



  

The ECI targets 

IV. “properly account and reduce greenhouse gases 
emissions from the farming and forestry sectors.”

The soil is the main terrestrial carbon sink. Worldwide, 
improper land uses are responsible for relevant carbon 
emissions, while good agricultural and forestry 
practices can be targetted towards a favourable carbon 
balance. Agriculture has strong potentials to 
positively counteract CO2 emissions, we support 
the idea that these potentials are recognized and 
accounted, in order to actively combat climate change 
and generate and manage a flow of financial resources 
supporting the efforts to spread soil-conservative and 
-regenerative agriculture



  

European major soil threats

Basing on recently issued FAO-UN atlas Status of 
the World’s Soil resources (dec 2015), three 
priority threats are clearly outlined for European 
western territory (UE)

● Soil sealing and land take
● Soil contamination
● Soil organic matter decline



  

Stop land take and urban sprawl

Very prudential estimations of land take in EU28 (Prokopp 
2011) assess 20 Millions hectares of plain land taken by 
urban surfaces, with a growth rate between 100 and 200 
kHa/year, mainly by road infrastructures and scattered 
urban and commercial settlements. 

Land take due to urbanisation causes soil sealing (with a 
mean ratio of 0.51 Ha sealed per Ha urbanised) and 
therefore total loss of residual soil services: a surface 
bigger than the whole Hungary is permanently covered by 
concrete or asphalt. This has severe effects in climate 
adaptation in highly populated areas, as soil functions 
are crucial in mitigating the effects of phenomena such as 
heavy rains or extreme heatings.



  Major land deals occurring between countries in 2012. 

Source: Soil Atlas, 2015 / Rulli et al., 2013.

European Countries as key actors in global land grabbing
The land take directly compete with agricultural production, as 
urbanisation spreads over plain and fertile land. The lost of productive 
agricultural potential is compensated by importing commodities and 
buying land to be cultivated in other continent for European consumers 
and industry. But the ‘grabbed’ lands are not desert lands: we can 
assume that each hectare bought by European companies in 
Subsaharian Africa equals the displacement of one local inhabitant, 
forced to migrate



  

Patterns and distribution (Central EU, plains in coastal regions)  of 
urban and road sprawl generate supplementary heavy impacts on 
flood hazards, disrupt the ecological structure and connectivity of 

rural landscapes, impair the productivity of adjacent farmlands and 
the attactiveness of touristic areas (Ibisch et al., Science, 2016)



  

No rules to prevent land take in 
Europe: we need a directive

The land use change from agriculture or forestry into artificial 
surfaces is a permanent loss of a strategic natural resource, 
but no binding rules or sustainability mandatory targets 
exist in EU and in MS.

Where rules exist, their effectiveness has not been assessed: 
in many Countries the last years a reduction in land take rate 
has been observed, but there are no evidences of a 
relationship with national and regional regulatory network and, 
definitely, of a decoupling between land take rate and 
economic growth

Counteract land take is a necessary condition to foster the RE 
investments towards audacious urban regeneration 
programs



  

Soil contamination

In Europe soil point contamination from industrial 
emissions, improper waste disposal or other activities is 
impressive: a total number of 2.5 millions of 
contaminated sites has been identified, the estimated 
number of potentially contaminated sites is 11.7 millions 
(Panagos et al., 2013)

No legal instruments have been developed with regard 
to soil reclamation duties outside the national 
regulation, and the remediation of ‘brownfield’ and 
‘orphan sites’ is still an unsolved question, without legal 
and financial instruments to be approached, differently 
from other continental contexts (e.g. the USA 
‘superfund’, see www.epa.gov/superfund)



  

Each State has its own rules 

Differently from other media (air and water), there is 
no compliance in rules, assessment criteria, 
sample collection, screening values, 
concentration thresholds and remediation 
duties among the Member States. Soils with the 
same contamination parametres may be treated in 
very different ways by the rules of Germany, Italy or 
Spain. A review over 15 MS was performed by JRC 
one decade ago (Carlon C., ed., 2007), but, 
notwithstanding the auspice of harmonization 
expressed by the authors, EU still doesn’t have a 
common regulatory frame to face soil contamination



  

Paradoxical gaps:
Many organochlorine, dioxines, furans and other POPs, as far as toxic 
metals in different national legal framework, have drastically different 
screening values for their concentration in soil. For pentachlorophenol 
in example below, tolerated values in areas for residential use spread 
from 0,01 to 100 mg/kg. Is human health adequately protected in 
Germany, or maybe is there an excess in precautionary approach in 
Italy and Spain?

●

●

●

●

● Many Countries, such as IT, do not provide for threshold value (and, 
therefore, duties to perform risk assessment or soil reclamation) in 
case of agricultural use of soil: a further paradox.

PCP screening 
value vs. soil 
destination

Residential,
mg/kg dried soil

Industry and trade,
mg/kg dried soil

Agriculture
mg/kg dried soil

IT 0,01 5 none

DE 100 250 none

ES 0,1 1 0,01



  

Carbon and soil: source or sink?
Soil is the second largest pool of 
carbon on Earth (ocean is the first 
one), storing some 1500 billion tons 
of carbon as organic matter.

Topsoil of EU-28 stores some 73 Gt 
of organic carbon (Jones et al. 2005), 
30% associated with farmlands.

Soil degradation (1/3) and 
accelerated mineralisation (2/3) 
driven by intensive cultivation is the 
main cause of C emission from soil 
(Stolte et al., 2016) Carbon content in EU soils, Stolte et al. 

2016



  

Organic soils and Peatlands: a 
threatened resource

Peatlands cover 3% of soil earth surface but store some 
30% of carbon (Moore 2002). 

● GHG Emission of peat soils in agricultural use, peat 
extraction and forestry in EU 28 is estimated 173 Mt CO2 
eq/y (Schils et al. 2008). This amount accounts for one 
third of GHG emissions from agriculture sector, meaning 
over 4% of total EU28 GHG emissions. 

● EU is, after Indonesia and before the Russian 
Federation, the world’s SECOND largest peatland 
emission hotspot (Joosten, 2009 and 2012).



  

 

● Overexploitation of organic soils by draining 
and ploughing is responsible of impacts, such 
as subsidence and hugh fires, threatenig health 
and security of people.

● Protection measures for organic soils are 
already supported by the CAP, but the national 
flexibility doesn’t always guarantee about the 
due level of protection of organic carbon 
stocked by peatlands (Stolte et al., 2016) 



  

AGRICULTURE AS A POSITIVE 
CONTRIBUTOR AGAINST CLIMATE CHANGE!

Mineral soils managed by intensive agriculture are frequently depleted in soil 
carbon.

Enhancing soil carbon content in mineral soil produce multiple benefits in 
terms of increased fertility and prevention of erosion. And is a positive 
contribution in mitigation policies.

In many cases, as outlined by the recently adopted Voluntary Guidelines for 
Sustainable Soil Management (UN-FAO 2016), it’s simply a matter of good 
farming, in managing crop residues, using forage by grazing rather than 
harvesting, practicing organic farming, applying integrated soil fertility- and 
pest-management, applying animal manure or other carbon-rich wastes, using 
compost, applying mulches or providing the soil with a permanent cover.

Good and healthy farming practice may become an innovation pathway for 
competitivness of European Agriculture. It’s a matter of scale, of supporting 
policies, of market orientation and applied agroecological research.



  

Thanks for your attention and...

...for your credit: subscribe the ECI on

 www.people4soil.eu
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