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Abstract. Contributing to the ongoing debate on the future of European agriculture
and rural areas, the study states that, in the light of the present historical contingen-
cy, the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) will need to support the reconciliation
between the target objective of competitive agriculture with that of a resilient agri-food
system able to develop constant benefits for the entire EU community. Historically,
flexibility has been the main incremental feature of the European CAP reforms. For
the programming period 2021-2027, the European Commission has presented a com-
pletely new model of CAP governance characterized by less detailed rules and more
attention to performance, which implies a greater freedom of action for each Member
State, but also greater responsibility. The CAP has evolved over time and so today the
criticized limits of the European intervention can be considered outdated.
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1. INTRODUCTION

The challenges connected with land, food supply and agriculture are una-
voidably central in the today’s global agenda. Addressing these issues from
various perspectives (economic, social and cultural, environmental, agrono-
mic and climatic) is useful, but unfortunately a holistic approach, including
the crucial issue of politics, is rarely adopted (De Castro et al., 2013).

In recent decades, the European Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) has
changed its skin several times, going through various stages that have gradu-
ally transformed its objectives and instruments. One of the features that has
characterized and united the different reforms, starting from the Mac Sharry
one up to the last proposal for the CAP 2020, has been the marked flexibil-
ity introduced to take into account the different needs of the individual EU
Member States. The new CAP 2021-2027 seems to continue in this direction.

The first step of the path for the definition of the new CAP 2021-2027
took place on 2" February 2017, when the European Commission launched
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Fig. 1. Current CAP vs Future CAP.
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Source: adapted from Recanati et al. (2019)

a three-month public consultation to collect the views
of European citizens on the post-2020 CAP. The results
of the public consultation were presented on 7 July 2017
in Brussels, at the European Conference on the future of
the CAP. Subsequently, on 29 November 2017, the Euro-
pean Commission presented the first official proposal
document entitled The future of food and agriculture,
in which the guidelines on the future of the CAP were
communicated. In May 2018, the European Commis-
sion presented an ambitious proposal for an innovative
Multiannual financial framework (MFF), aimed at incor-
porating rapid developments in the fields of innovation,
economics, environment and geopolitics. Immediately
after the MFF proposals, on 1% June 2018, the European
Commission presented the legislative proposals on the
CAP 2021-2027.

Fig. 2. Key policy objectives of the future CAP.
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The European Commission proposals on the CAP
have been traditionally inspired by three general objec-
tives: promoting a smart, resilient and diversified agri-
cultural sector that ensures food security; strengthening
environmental protection and climate change action and
contribute to the achievement of the EU environmental
and climate objectives; and reinforcing the socio-eco-
nomic fabric of rural areas.

The ongoing reform of the CAP has represented an
opportunity to renew these objectives drawing from the
scientific literature and its research directions (Recanati
et al., 2019). Studies varyin approach and perspective,
but their policy recommendations are mostly common:
the CAP should promote the EuropeanUnion policy
integration and multi-disciplinary research as key strate-
gies to achieve food system sustainability targets (Fig. 1).

Starting from the three general objectives, nine spe-
cific objectives were identified, reflecting the economic,
social and environmental importance of the new CAP.
Among these, in addition to the traditional topics found
in the CAP (income, competitiveness, sustainability, cli-
mate change, generational renewal), are new ones, such
as value chains, ecosystem services, employment, bio-
economy, digitization, nutrition and health (Fig. 2).

It can also be noted that among the nine specific
objectives only some directly concern agricultural pro-
ductivity, while all the others focus on environmental,
social, territorial and health aspects related to the wider
concept of agriculture and its sustainability. The promo-
tion of knowledge and innovation represents a transver-
sal objective, as well as that of a clearer and more effec-
tive CAP.
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Since the objectives seem to be extremely detailed,
the European debate on the CAP focuses mainly on
how the new challenges can be faced and the aims
achieved, going beyond the mere discussion regarding
the enhancement and stabilization of farm income (Cili-
berti, Frascarelli, 2018; Severini et al., 2016).

2. ANEW PATH: THE GREEN DEAL

On 11 December 2019, the European Commission
presented the Green Deal Communication (COM 2019,
640), a document that delineates an ambitious frame-
work of measures aimed at making European society
neutral in terms of greenhouse gas emissions by 2050.
The cornerstones of this framework are: (i) a European
emissions trading system, known as ETS (European
Emission Trading System); (ii) a new momentum to be
given to sustainable investments; (iii) a new framework
of stimuli for research and development activities; (iv)
and a fund to help the transition of areas affected by the
inevitable negative distributional effects of the transition
itself. Within the Green Deal framework, the European
Commission is adopting a series of specific strategies,
some of which directly concern the agricultural sector
and rural areas, in particular the From Farm To Fork
strategy, the Biodiversity Strategy, the proposal for a
European climate law and a new Action plan to promote
a circular economy perspective.

The CAP is directly called into question by the Green
Deal. The proposed reform of the CAP for the period
2021-2027 establishes the obligation for Member States to
clarify how their National Strategic Plans can achieve a
more sustainable agriculture, ensure the environmental
protection and fight against climate change (art. 92 of the
proposal); the Green Deal Communication emphasizes
the need for National Strategic Plans to fully reflect the
ambitions of the Green Deal, the From Farm To Fork and
the Biodiversity strategies, and to be assessed based on
robust environmental and climate criteria.

Under the explicit request of the European Parlia-
ment (paragraph 58 of Resolution 2956/2019), the Com-
mission has detailed the elements of consistency between
the CAP legislative reform proposal and the objectives
included in the Green Deal, highlighting how the nine
specific objectives of the CAP proposal are conceptually
in line with the expected contribution of food produc-
tion systems and the economy of rural areas included in
the Green Deal.

In particular, the proposal explicitly includes the
following objectives: strengthening the contribution of
agriculture to climate change mitigation and adapta-

tion; improving the management of natural resources
used by agriculture - in particular soil, air and water; in
order to promote the protection of biodiversity and the
provision of ecosystem services by agricultural and for-
estry systems; promoting the sustainability of food pro-
duction systems, consistent with society’s concerns about
human health and animal welfare; and, reducing the
imbalance of bargaining power along the supply chain,
therefore improving the position of farmers. It is clear
from reading the proposal how the horizontal nature of
these issues is more pronounced than in the past and
how the connections between the areas of interven-
tion (direct payments, sectoral interventions and rural
development) are greatly strengthened by the provision
of a single national plan, explicitly aimed at making the
interventions planned under the two pillars of the CAP
complementary and synergistic. More in detail, the
Commission notes the key role that will be played by the
so-called «new architecture of the CAP», whose environ-
mental and climate implications are multiple (Fig. 3).

The National Strategic Plans need to highlight the
specific contribution to the achievement of environ-
mental objectives included in other EU legislative acts,
such as the 12 directives and regulations on biodiversity,
water and air quality, greenhouse gas emissions, energy
and pesticides (Annex XI of the proposal).

It should also be stressed that the proposal strength-
ens the obligation of Member States to allocate a share of
resources to environmental and climate commitments.
In the past, at least 30% of the funds of the second pil-
lar had to be allocated to this sector, but now this alloca-
tion will need to meet stricter criteria. Unlike the current
programming (2014-2020), compensation for agricultural
areas with natural handicaps has been excluded, since
it is believed that the link between this form of support
and environmental and climate benefits is not direct.
Following this approach, there is also a minimum share
of expenditure of 20% that will need to be dedicated to

Fig. 3. The new architecture of the CAP.
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improving the environmental and climate performance
of farmers within the operational programs planned as
part of the sectoral interventions dedicated to the fruit
and vegetable sector. The Commission, while highlight-
ing the link of consistency between the proposed CAP
reform and the Green Deal guidelines, also indicates the
opportunity to work on some elements to strengthen
this link. In particular, the Commission focuses on two
aspects. The first is the opportunity to provide for a man-
datory minimum share of the CAP budget to be dedicat-
ed to the additional environmental commitments of the
eco-scheme. Although the Member States are obliged to
activate this component of direct payments, as it appears
today the proposal does not provide for a minimum
expenditure to be devolved to this measure. The second
aspect isthe opportunity to promote the improvement of
animal welfare conditions and the reduction of the use
of antibiotics on farms, issues to which Annex XI of the
current text of the reform proposal does not refer. The
Green Deal’s ambitions are projected beyond the horizon
of the new common financial framework (2021-2027) and
the goal of strengthening the contribution of the agri-
cultural sector to the European ecological transition will
be one of the key drivers of future changes in the CAP.
Further building blocks are destined to be added to the
many that since the first CAP reform in 1992 have rede-
signed the face of the CAP, favoring its progressive inte-
gration with EU environmental policies.

Fig. 4. The New Delivery Model.
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3. THE NEW DELIVERY MODEL

With the reform proposal of June 2018, the Euro-
pean Commission has presented a completely new model
of CAP governance than in the past, more flexible and
result-oriented, with less detailed rules and more atten-
tion to performance: with this approach, expressed both
in the words of the outgoing Commissioner Hogan dur-
ing the presentation of the proposal and in the statements
that anticipate the proposal, Member States are given
greater freedom of action, but also greater responsibility.

On the one hand, national governments are allowed
to decide which is the best way to achieve the common
objectives defined by the proposal. Since the major fac-
tors which to lead farmers’ participation in development
programs are location and the farmer’s socio-economic
features (Capitanio et al., 2011), adapting policy respons-
es to the specific needs of different agricultural and rural
contexts is primary. On the other hand, however, the
proposal calls for the development of a single national
strategic plan, with clearly identified and quantified
objectives based on consolidated data and evidence. This
approach involves both of the CAP pillars and should
ensure synergy and complementarity between direct
payments, sectoral interventions and actions in support
of rural development.

This is the so-called New Delivery Model (NDM)
that represents a key element of the new CAP. The

| FUTURE CAP
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NDM should facilitate the transition from a rule-
focused approach (compliance) to a more result-oriented
one, with a consequent rebalancing of responsibilities
between the European Union and the Member States
(Fig. 4). The expression used by the Commission is to
move from a single approach for all to one more tailored
to the specific characteristics of each Member State.

In concrete terms, this means that the EU defines a
series of basic parameters (in terms of objectives, types
of intervention and minimum requirements), while the
Member States, within a common general framework,
choose the most appropriate solutions for their spe-
cific contexts, to allow for, according to the ambitions
expressed by the Commission, the maximization of
their contribution to the objectives of the Union. Mem-
ber States will have to equip themselves with a national
strategic plan that includes both the interventions of the
first pillar (direct payments and sectoral plans) and the
second pillar (rural development), demonstrating the
synergies and complementarities between the different
interventions programmed. The Commission will have
the task of evaluating and approving the National Plans
based on the strategic priorities defined at the Commu-
nity level and the targets for combating climate change
that each Member State engages.

To date, the main role of the Commission has been
to check the correctness of the programming and imple-
mentational processes. With the NDM, the role of the
Commission becomes that of evaluator of completeness
and effectiveness of strategic plans concerning national
targets, with very limited prerogatives compared to the
choices made by the Member States.

The motivations behind this choice are many and
among these the most relevant have been identified in
the need to increase the social acceptability of agricul-
tural policy and the need to give it greater effectiveness,
also given the progressive reduction of the CAP budget
(Kiryluk-Dryjska, Baer-Nawrocka, 2019). As pointed out
by the European Court of Auditors (European Court
of Auditors, 2017), there is an urgent need to adopt an
approach that is greener, more documentable and more
closely linked to performance and results. The increased
flexibility granted to the Member States should ensure,
thanks to the greater contextualization of interventions,
a higher return on the resources invested in terms of
benefits for European society. However, several analysts
(Matthews, 2018) have highlighted how eventual defi-
cits in institutional capacity or Member States’ interest
may produce opposite effects. The rules for the drafting
of strategic plans are set out in Title V of the regulation
proposal. One of the most challenging steps appears to be
the involvement of the competent authorities for the envi-

ronment and climate, which should be directly and effec-
tively part of the definition of environmental and climate
aspects of the Plan (art. 94). Instead, the contents of the
Plans are governed by articles 95 to 103 of the proposal.
In particular, the plans must open with an assessment of
the needs to be addressed concerning the nine specific
objectives set out in the proposal. The needs thus identi-
fied must then be accompanied by solid well- detailed
justifications, functional not only to explain the choices
made but also to classify the same objectives by prior-
ity. This section of the Plan should also contain possi-
ble reasons for needs that may not, or only partially, be
addressed by the Plan, even if this possibility is almost
excluded for environmental and climate-related objectives.

The description of the intervention strategy will
have to clarify the link between the proposed interven-
tions (drawing from the menu of the regulations) and
the objectives assumed by the plan, showing the coher-
ence and complementarity of the selected actions. It is
stressed that in this section it is necessary to make the
environmental and climate architecture of the national
plan explicit. In particular it should indicate the coher-
ent framework that links, on the one hand, direct pay-
ments, measures included in the national eco-scheme,
agri-environmental measures activated under the second
pillar; and on the other hand, the national long-term
environmental objectives established by environmental
and climate change legislation. Further aspects that must
necessarily be expanded on in the national plans con-
cern the strategies for generational change and, in the
case of activation of coupled payments and other secto-
ral interventions, the request is to justify the choice of
the sectors identified and the proposed actions. Finally,
the representation of how the national strategy intends
to contribute to promoting an integrated approach to
risk management is required.

It is also essential to describe in detail the system
of conditionality. It is necessary to highlight how each
of the standards of good agricultural and environmen-
tal practices will be put into practice and, in particular,
how the choices made will contribute to the achievement
of the specific environmental and climate objectives set
out in article 6. Also, in this section, Member States will
have to provide some detailed definitions for areas where
the Commission wants to leave more room for manoeu-
vring in national strategies. In particular, explicit refer-
ence is made to the definitions of agricultural activity,
agricultural area, eligible area, farmer, small farm and
young farmer.

The national plans will need to be accompanied by
precise financial planning of the interventions, which
should be translated into a real financial plan, devel-
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oped based on annual allocations, in which any trans-
fers between pillars will need to be specified. Likewise,
a detailed description of the system of governance and
coordination that the Member States intend to adopt is
required. This should include the control systems, sanc-
tion mechanisms and monitoring and reporting proce-
dures, as well as the actions to be taken to simplify the
CAP. Finally, the plan must describe how the Member
State intends to modernize the CAP, clarifying - spe-
cifically - how the national plan will contribute to the
development and dissemination of knowledge, includ-
ing a description of the organizational structure of the
AKIS (Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems)
and the ways in which it provides consulting and inno-
vation services. To this is added the clarification of the
strategy that will be used for the development of digital
technologies in agriculture and rural areas to improve
the effectiveness and efficiency of the CAP strategic plan
interventions.

4. THE NEW DELIVERY MODEL: BETWEEN THE
STATE AND REGIONS

One of the issues that is attracting the attention of
those working in the sector is how the NDM will oper-
ate in practice, especially concerning the competency
management of the various authorities involved in
governance. It is, in fact, a radical paradigm shift that
implies a strong push for a review of subsidiarity and
new ways to administer the programming and imple-
mentation of the CAP, both on the EU and national
levels. In the situation of national systems in which the
competences for agriculture and rural development are
devolved to regional administrative areas, as in the case
of Italy (but also Spain and Germany, which have simi-
lar models, each with its own characterizations) the situ-
ation is more complicated, both in terms of a legal basis
and organizational aspects.

Regarding the former, several authors have high-
lighted how for the Member States, organized accord-
ing to federal and regional systems, the form in which
the National Plans will be approved could be detrimen-
tal for the execution of these same Plans. If the approval
were to be adopted by the decision of the Commission,
not by a delegated or executive act, the ability of central
governments to govern the entire process could be ques-
tioned by the regional apparatus, which in our Country
has primary competence in agriculture (Garcia Azcarate
et al., 2020).

However, from an organizational point of view, the
challenge lies in the ability of Member States to face a
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radical cultural change in the agricultural policy plan-
ning process. The effort of strategic planning that is
required calls into question analytical and coordination
skills. A management approach to unite regional differ-
ences under a single scheme, including administrative
coordination, will be an unprecedented effort for those
involved, which will require substantial investment both
in support of the preparation of strategic plans and in
the organization of procedures and operational meth-
ods. In particular, the relationship between the State and
Regions will need to find a new point of equilibrium,
which will not be easy to establish and maintain over
time avoiding procedures that allow for the possibility of
contrasts and vetoes.

A key to reading that can facilitate the mediation
process can be represented by the framework of the
Green deal, which represents the beacon for the pro-
gramming of all European funds for the next EU finan-
cial framework. The objectives set by the Union in the
field of environment and climate change can constitute
an anchor for Central Governments and Regions to con-
figure a new overall structure of the programming of
European funds, capable of encouraging greater inte-
gration and synergies than in the past and in which
agricultural policy can find a role of absolute protago-
nist in the construction of a new approach to strategic
planning. Awareness of this role and responsibility can
act as a catalyser for creative, intellectual and demo-
cratic efforts (Erjavec et al., 2018) which will be decisive
given Europe’s ambitions to fight climate change and the
unprecedented economic crisis we are experiencing.

In addition to the transition to more result-oriented,
rather than compliance-oriented, programming Italy
also faces the challenge of composing, after years of the
regions being the absolute protagonists in the field of
rural development, a single national plan for the CAP.
The management of these two factors will be decisive in
determining whether we will soon have to deal with a
modern agricultural policy, capable of responding to the
challenges that the sector and rural territories are to face
or whether, on the contrary, this ambition will be partly
or completely compressed by the choice to move away
from the status quo as little as possible.

The opportunity to integrate the choices on direct
payments, sectoral plans and measures for rural devel-
opment, into a single, coherent, design relying on
unprecedented flexibility in the management of CAP
resources, can be seized only if it is considered as
building not a single program, but a «common» pro-
gram with the ability to capture the needs of the agri-
cultural sector and rural areas, translating them into
policy responses consistent with the particular histori-
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cal moment in which it falls. The impacts produced by
the COVID-19 pandemic require, in fact, different
attention than in the past towards the agricultural sec-
tor, which has assumeda new strategic nature, also in
terms of national security (Coluccia et al., 2021). This
is a complex challenge that is articulated around some
main knots: two have been identified here as decisive
and around which many of the questions of method
and merit that must be addressed to create an ambitious
national program are focused.

The first is the natural resistance to changes that
characterizes agricultural policy networks (Swinnen,
2015; De Rosa et al., 2017) and agriculture particularly,
given the consistency of the apparatus that administers
the sector. As long as the political circuit that elabo-
rates the proposals remains closed, the same inevitably
tends to defend the status quo and so it becomes desir-
able to have external contributions aimed at promoting
new visions of resource planning. One way may be to
contaminate the decision-making process, starting from
its first steps, with the best skills selected among schol-
ars and professionals. This would allow for the start-
ing of the process of sharing choices with stakeholders.
Instead of starting, as traditionally required, from a
request for consensus on a specific proposal, which then
leads to negotiations on specific aspects, it would be pos-
sible to bring to the table a set of options and discuss
the various alternatives. The debate should start from
here, otherwise, the risk is to focus on the details, los-
ing the perspective and extent of the change put into
place with the new delivery model. This need is felt even
more at this particular time when the attention of poli-
tics, administrative apparatus and other actors involved
in the decision-making process is focused on the Next
Generation EU initiative and very little space in the
debate is reserved for the 2021-2027 programming. The
hypotheses brought to the discussion would inevitably
be accompanied by choices on the design of the inter-
vention that are only partially negotiable, as otherwise
the overall approach would be devalued. The NDM may
imply a rebalancing of the weights between State and
Regions in the management of resources allocated to
rural development and this can naturally generate ten-
sion. In the same way, the approach chosen may imply a
partial redistribution of resources between measures and
territories and this may contribute and further fuel these
tensions and make the defence of current prerogatives
prevail over the opportunities for change. The resolution
of this node will lead to an understanding of the form of
the CAP national plan: (i) heading towards a plan made
of national based on the current ones (risk manage-
ment to give an example); or (ii) towards plans including

specific measures for the different regional contexts in
which the objectives and instruments of intervention are
nationally fixed, but the regional apparatus is responsi-
blefor the final steps. The wide heritage of experiences,
more or less positive, that has settled at regional level in
these three programming cycles (2000 - 2020) for rural
development can be the basis from which to obtain the
most effective formula to implement the national plan.
A control room that integrates the most advanced skills
of the regional departments also could be functional to
promoting collaborative plots and mitigate the intensity
of institutional competition. These reflections do not
claim to provide the recipe for building the best possible
national plan. They simply intend to share with the poli-
cymakers the idea that future programming will have a
special nature, which requires, in order to achieve maxi-
mum efficiency, an innovative effort in the organization
of consultation and decision-making processes.

5. CONCLUSION

On 21 October 2020, an agreement was reached
within the European Parliament on the future of the
new CAP. This agreement is particularly ambitious in
terms of commitments that the European agricultural
sector is undertaking to contribute to the EU’s objec-
tives facing climate change and towards environmen-
tal protection. With this decision, the CAP has become
a founding pillar of the European Green Deal and
embraces the challenges that were announced within the
strategies on biodiversity and on food chain circularity
(From Farm To Fork strategy). This premise is funda-
mental for clarifying the cutting remarks that, in spite of
everything, have been launched towards this reform by a
part of the environmentalist world. The CAP complete-
ly changed its structure and objectives, identifying the
integration between agricultural and environmental pol-
icies as a priority. This is clearly visible in the agreement,
whose magnitude is unprecedented in the long history
of the CAP, which for the period 2021-2027 contains
binding environmental commitments for the Member
States and for farmers. The future foresees many changes
compared to today and the value of these changes can-
not be declassified through facade measures. Clarity and
transparency could also help to re-establish the relation-
ship with some environmental associations which have
opposed to this reform agreement.

The reform introduces mandatory ecological
schemes, which did not exist before; strengthens the
pi environmental commitments for farmers, so-called
enhanced cross-compliance; makes a massive invest-
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ment in resources for rural development; and promotes
climate and environmental measures. Choosing to allo-
cate at least one fifth of the entire farmers’ direct pay-
ments for eco-schemes means revolutionizing the system
of direct payments in environmental terms. This deci-
sion, combined with further significant environmental
commitments taken as a basic conditionality for farmers,
gives an even stronger meaning to the European envi-
ronmentalist choice: today environmental payments can
be considered 90% green payments. Similarly, climate
and environment measures within the rural develop-
ment program, should absorb at least 30% of the avail-
able funding sources while at least 40% should be des-
tined to cover expenses related to natural or other spe-
cific territorial restrictions.

These new elements offer a different interpretation of
the CAP reform history, in which the path towards the
integration of environmental and agricultural policies
become better defined, structuredand effective. From
being tight in the double bond of having to «produce
more food, and provide more services» for more and-
more people (De Castro et al., 2011), CAP has evolved
over time and so today the criticized limits of the Euro-
pean intervention can be considered outdated. Particu-
larly in this historical contingency agricultural policy is
called upon to support agri-food production systems as
essential elements of national security, vitality of rural
areas, supply proximity. With the new CAP reform, the
European Union reconciles the objective of a vital agri-
culture with that of a resilientagri-food system able to
develop benefits for the entire community.
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