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Abstract

Purpose – The aim of this paper is to assess whether the current European target to increase the areas under
organic farming to 25% by 2030 is attainable and whether the simple increase in areas under organic farming
may be sufficient to improve the sustainability of European agriculture.
Design/methodology/approach – The analysis has been carried out through a simple data processing
related to areas under organic farming, for the period 2012–2020 (Eurostat database), in order to highlight the
trends of areas under organic farming and to verify whether the annual average change rates may be
compatible with the stated target.
Findings – The analysis showed that organic farming has a productive weight not corresponding to the
amount on the total of the areas under cultivation and a small impact on the total of food consumption. It is a
plausible hypothesis, the one that shows the increase in areas under organic farming will engage forms of
agriculture and farms that, already, are more sustainable, so the achievement of 25% target will not
particularly impact the European potential productive and the less environmental sustainable forms of
agriculture.
Originality/value – This paper contributes to the debate, involving scientific community, policy maker and
civil society, about the real contribution of organic farming to sustainability, and it will be developed in future
research.
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1. Introduction
For some years now, the main references for carrying out every human activity are both the
concept of sustainability, understood in its multidimensional sense – economic, social and
environment and thence the concept of sustainable development.

Although the principle of sustainability is fully long-time qualified (United Nations, 1987),
its adoption at a political level is very recent. In particular, this is due to the decision taken by
United Nations General Assembly in 2015. At that date, UN 2030 Agenda (United Nation,
2015) became the universal and mandatory reference for the development and
implementation of the Member States policies.

The immediate consequence of this decisionwas the integration of 2030Agenda goals into
national policies by Member States.
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To this aim, the European Union (EU) has developed a strategy through the adoption of
the Green New Deal, involving also the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).

In particular, it has been established that the aim of the sustainability of European
agriculture needs to be reached through the adoption of an action plan called Farm to Fork
(F2F),which has been defined between 2017 and 2019, and it can be considered the core of the
transition plan aimed at achieving the declared objectives of a more sustainable production
and consumption patterns.

Through this way, the EU fulfils its obligation to integrate the Sustainable Development
Goals (SDGs) into the CAP.

Imbalances and inefficiencies of the current agri-food system are well-known, but they
were further highlighted during the coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID-19) pandemic. This has
made clearer than ever before the need to re-design and drive them towards sustainability.

The Farm to Fork plan set targets for 2030; among them are 50% reduction in the use of
pesticides; 50% reduction in antimicrobials; 20% reduction in fertilizer use and 25% of
European agricultural lands need to be converted to organic agriculture by 2030 (European
Commission, 2020).

In order to achieve this goal, European Commission issued the Regulation 2018/848 on
organic production and labelling of organic products and repealing Council Regulation (EC)
No. 834/2007, which entered into force on 1st January 2022 and on March 25, 2021, had
presented a specific three-pronged action plan (European Commission, 2021) for the
development of organic production:

(1) stimulate demand and ensure consumer trust: The measures proposed in this axis
focus on stimulating the demand and the consumption for organic products by
increasing the awareness of benefits and consumer trust in the organic logo. Some of
the actions to achieve this aim are, for example, promoting organic canteens and
increasing the use of green public procurement;

(2) stimulating conversion and reinforcing the entire value chain;

(3) improving the contribution of organic farming to sustainability, focussing more on
animals welfare, limiting the use of plastic, water and energy also through
investments in research and technology.

In this context, themain problem is that the current CAPmonitoring system is unable to allow
an efficient intervention monitoring (Scown and Nicholas, 2020), and this, actually, does not
allow for a proper assessment on the effectiveness of the actions like the ones stated above. It
is also for this reason that the present paper be confined to data analysis relating to areas
under organic farming in relation to the stated target of their 25% increase in total by 2030.

The paper can contribute to the debate about the real contribution of organic farming to
sustainability. It provides considerations that can be used by scientific communities and
policy makers to see what can be done in order to rethink agricultural systems in a more
sustainable way. Moreover, it can be useful to civil society to improve its behaviour and in
improving one’s habits.

The paper is structured in the following way: the second section presents a state of art;
then the methodology approach, the results and the discussion are shown. Conclusions are
drawn at the end.

2. State of art
For some time, the organic cultivationmethod is recommended as a possible alternative to the
current agro-industrial production system. And that is why, since the second half of the last
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century (Oelhaf, 1978), several studies concerning the comparison between conventional and
organic farming have been carried out.

Many of the scientific papers were, however, limited to short periods or single aspects
(environmental issue, productivity or individual crops), making full understanding of the
different compared realities difficulties (Tuomisto et al., 2012).

In this regard, it is believed that only long-term analysis (at least 10 years) may provide
credible information about the sustainability of the different production systems.

For example, there is a general concurrence that organic farming gives good results from
the environmental point of view but that this is not enough to judge how the organic farming
is more sustainable compared to conventional one (Pacini et al., 2003).

In sum, the elements being considered for a right comparison between the different forms
of agriculture are manifold (Reganold and Dobermann, 2012).

To this end, in recent years, several studies based on meta-analysis of agricultural
systems have been carried out with the aim of examining the main differences between
conventional and organic farming: the yields (Seufert and Ramankutty, 2017; Seufert et al.,
2012); the effects on biodiversity (Frieben and K€opke, 1998; Bengtsson et al., 2005; Hole et al.,
2005); the land use (Foley et al., 2005; Tuck et al., 2014); greenhouse gas emissions (Skinner
et al., 2014); the use of fertilizers (Bebber and Richards, 2022) and pesticides (Larsen et al.,
2021); the overall environmental impact (Mondelaers et al., 2009; Lee et al., 2015); the quality of
products (Rembiałkowska, 2007; Palupi et al., 2012) and the competitiveness of products
(Crowder and Reganold, 2015).

It follows a complex overview of what can be found in literature about the main features
that differentiate organic from conventional farming, mainly for the purpose of increasing the
sustainability of agricultural production processes. For that reason, special attention has
been paid to the papers which reported results of meta-analysis studies.

In this respect, three studies have given a great contribution; they compared the results
derived from several comparisons leading to a particularly reliable information framework
(Seufert and Ramankutty, 2017; Tal, 2018; Benbrook et al., 2021). Thanks to this, at present, it
is possible to get important information regarding the main aspects subject to comparison
between organic and conventional farming, in particular, yields, environmental issues,
economic results and issue pertaining to consume.

Yield is one of the main issues to be compared between organic and conventional
agriculture. Several studies show significant differences related to type of crops (Seufert and
Ramankutty, 2017), soil and climate conditions (de Ponti et al., 2012), and the agronomic
practices (Smith et al., 2007; Ponisio et al., 2015).

Notwithstanding this variability, the comparisons made have, however, demonstrated
that the yields of organic farming are, generally, lower than those applying to conventional
farming between 20% (Birkhofer et al., 2016) and 34% and less stable over time (�15%)
(Knapp and van der Heijden, 2018).

It follows that, regarding, in particular, crops, organic farming needs greater availability
of lands than conventional farming for the same output (Barbieri et al., 2021).

However, this is not true in an absolute sense. In fact, as above mentioned, examples of
crops for which the organic cultivation method has less impact on yields are not absent.

It is the case, for example, of some permanent crops, fodder crops and legumes (Seufert
and Ramankutty, 2017).

In relation to the environmental issues, organic farming has better performance than
conventional one, in particular, with regard to the core themes such as the protection of
biodiversity, the defence from soil erosion, the preservation of soil fertility and the reduction
of environmental pollution.

The protection of biodiversity in organic farmland ecosystem (Tuck et al., 2014) occurs
both through general effects attributable to a more varied presence of plant species (Haas
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et al., 2001; Rydberg andMilberg, 2000) and animals (Flowerdew, 1997; Brown, 1999; Beecher
et al., 2002) and specific effects, such as a greater protection of pollinating insects (Gabriel and
Tscharntke, 2007; Andersson et al., 2012).

The defence from soil erosion (Reganold et al., 1987; Auerswald et al., 2003) and the
preservation of soil fertility is, mainly, linked to the use of organic materials used as fertilizer,
manure in particular (M€ader et al., 2002; Marriott andWander, 2006; Morrow et al., 2016), that,
as it is known, is one of themain characteristics of organic farming compared to conventional
one, with great impact on soil structure and, consequently, on its water holding capacity
(Burton and Turner, 2003).

Again with a reference to the main environmental themes, some controversial data
concern the greenhouse gas emissions and, consequently, the effect on climate changes. In
fact, if on one hand there is a substantial agreement regarding the increased ability by land
cultivated by organic farming to sequester carbon (Leifeld and Fuhrer, 2010; Gattinger
et al., 1997) and to cut nitrous oxide emissions due to not using of synthetic nitrogen
fertilizers (Lee et al., 2015; Dutra, 2020; El-Beltagi et al., 2022; Connor, 2021), on the other
hand, there are considerable doubts mainly linked to a possible expansion of organic
farming. A possible further expansion of lands cultivated by organic would require an
increased use of manure as soil fertilizer (Berry et al., 2002) with inevitable rise in methane
emissions (Tal, 2018).

Energy efficiency and water consumption are two other core environmental themes. In
terms of energy used per unit area, organic farming is, generally, more energy efficient than
the conventional one (Smith et al., 2015). The results are, however, less favourable to organic
farmingwhen the amount of energy used is referred to the product unit. In this case, the yields
are lower than the conventional farmingwhich, therefore, enjoys a higher capacity to produce
net energy (Lynch et al., 2011).

With reference to environmental issues, one of the themes that has contributed themost to
emphasize the role of organic farming as the best alternative to conventional agriculture
concerns, undoubtedly, is the use of synthetic fertilizers and pesticides. This question directly
involves both environmental pollution, the production costs and the quality of products
released for consumption (Muller et al., 2017; Meemken and Qaim, 2018).

First of all, it should be remembered that the use of chemicals in the organic farming is not
generally prohibited, but it is possible only for some permitted compounds. In this regard, it is
not always true that organic farming would lead to a less risk of nitrate leaching water
pollution (Kirchmann and Bergstr€om, 2001) or other nutrient such as phosphorus (Heckrath
et al., 1995; Stockdale et al., 2002).

Regarding nitrogen, in particular, the risks of environmental pollution vary depending on
the source of such nutrient: if the contribution is system legume based, the risk of leaching is
lower while it rises if it results from the administration of compost or animal manures
(Kirchmann and Bergstr€om, 2001; Korsaeth, 2008). As a result, if theoretically we were
witnesses of an increase in organic farming to replace conventional one, in the absence of use
of synthetic nitrogen fertilizers, the current production levels could be achieved only through
a higher availability of lands and organic fertilizers, in particular of animal origin. This may
result in the above-mentioned problems of sustainability (Connor, 2013; Birkhofer et al., 2016;
Meemken and Qaim, 2018; Barbieri et al., 2021).

Actually, in relation to water pollution due to phosphorus loss, scientific evidences may
not enough demonstrate the greater risk of one farming system than the other (Nelson and
Janke, 2007; Seufert and Ramankutty, 2017).

Moreover, regarding the use of pesticides, in general, organic farmers are used to
integrate the use of permitted compounds with different cultivation, physical andmechanical
practices, aimed at monitoring pests diseases and weeds (Liebman and Davis, 2000;
Letourneau and Van Bruggen, 2006). Notwithstanding, the greater attention towards
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integrated pest management paid, in the last years, by conventional farmers (Hill and
MacRae, 1996; Tomich et al., 2011; Altieri, 2018; Van der Ploeg, 2021; Giagnocavo et al., 2011),
to date, they use more frequently pesticides.

The different quantitative and qualitative level of use of pesticides make organic
productions more at risk of loss and destruction compared to conventional ones (Van
Bruggen and Finckh, 2016; Benbrook et al., 2021).

From the organic farmers’ point of view, costs resulting from the greatest product losses
can be compensated for lowest costs of crops and highest selling prices of organic products
(Seufert et al., 2012; Benbrook et al., 2021). In fact, as it is well known, one of the main reason
behind the choice of organic products by consumers derives from the best guarantee in terms
of food safety, human health and environmental protection (Siderer et al., 2005; Simoglou and
Roditakis, 2022; De Zoysa et al., 2022; Rana and Paul, 2017).

It must be stated, however, that the consumption of organic products is a niche market
(Agence Bio, 2020; Tandon et al., 2021) concentrated for more than 80% in North America
(44.0%) and Europe (38.3%). In fact, consumers of developed countries paid more attention
not only to intrinsic quality of products (Eyinade et al., 2021) but to social, economic and
environmental sustainability of their production process (Ladwein and Romero, 2021; De
Canio and Martinelli, 2021). Globally, the value of organic products is estimated up to 112
billion dollars (slightlymore than 1%of the total value of the global agri-food production) and
the world’s main market is the United States (40.0% of all), where the consumption of organic
products has an incidence of 5.8% (Fibl-IFOAM, 2020). In EU, the maximum impact of total
consumption is recorded in Denmark (11.5%); the most economically relevant markets are, in
order of importance, the German, the French and the Italian one, where the consumption of
organic products are, respectively, 5.1, 4.4 and 4% on the total.

3. Methodology
The possibility to reach the target of 25% of areas under organic farming by 2030 is,
currently, difficult to assess, both because the current average incidence of areas under
organic farming at European level is a very modest starting point and the high variability of
this data between the Member States.

Note in this respect that, between the countries EU 27, only Austria has already achieved
the above objective (25.2% already in 2019); among the main agricultural countries, Italy has
an incidence of areas cultivated by organic farming which seems consistent with achieving
the target (16.6% in 2020 and 17.4% in 2021) while in France, Germany and Spain, the
situation is far away from the stated goal. In addition, 8 countries out of 27, including Poland,
one of the major producing country, have an incidence of areas under organic farming less
than 5%. In such a varied context, it has been considered appropriate to limit the analysis to a
simple data processing related to areas under organic farming, for the period 2012–2020,
found in the Eurostat database. In particular, the aim of such processing was to highlight the
trends of areas under organic farming, in order to verify whether the annual average change
rates, in the considered period, may be compatible with the stated target of increasing to 25%
by 2030 the incidence of areas under organic farming in EU.

In this regard, two assumptions have been assessed:

(1) the first takes into consideration the changes observed in the period 2012–2020;

(2) the second takes into account the changes observed in the last three years of data
availability (2018–2020).

These projections have been attributed both to the areas under organic farming in EU27 and
the main four producer countries (Italy, Germany, France and Spain).
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4. Results
According to Eurostat (2022), in 2020, in EU 27, areas under organic farming amounted to
14.7million hectares and accounted for 9.1% of the UtilizedAgricultural Area. Countries with
the largest extension of organic farming were France (2.5 million hectares); Spain (2.4 million
hectares); Italy (2.0million hectares) andGermany (1.6million hectares). Out of 57.8%of areas
under organic farming in EU was concentrated in these four countries. Among these four
countries, Italy had the highest incidence of areas under organic farming (15.9%); while Spain
(10.0%), Germany (9.6%) and France (8.7%) were closer to the average value of EU 27.

In the period 2012–2020, the average annual increase in areas under organic farming was
7.0% in EU 27; 18.0% in France; 8.2% in Germany; 9.9% in Italy and 4.8% in Spain. Referring
to the last three years of data availability (2018–2020), the annual average increase in areas
under organic farming was 4.4% in EU 27; 7.9% in France; 10.1% in Germany; 2.3% in Italy
and 2.8% in Spain. It follows that the period 2012–2020, with the exception of Germany,
showed a general slowdown of growth of areas under organic farming.

In the period between 2012 and 2020, agricultural areas in EU 27 slightly
increased (þ0.8%).

Assuming that the same stability can be observed in the period 2020–2030, in order to
achieve the target of 25% of areas under organic farming, the average annual growth of areas
under organic farming should be in the range of 17.5% in EU 27; 18.7% in France; 16.0 in
Germany; 5.6% in Italy and 15.0% in Spain. Under the assumption that, in the period
2020–2030, similar growth rates of areas under organic farming, comparable with those
observed in the period 2012–2020 can be replicated, only Italy could be in a position not only to
achieve but to exceed (31.9%) the above-mentioned target of 25% of areas under organic
farming by 2030. Francewould approach the target (24.4%), while Germany (17.5%) and Spain
(14.8%) would remain very distant from it. The same would happen to EU 27 data (15.4%).

If variations similar to those observed in the three years 2018–2020, occur in the period
2020–2030, neither the countries considered nor the EU 27 would achieve the target. In
particular, projection to 2030 of the incidence of areas under organic farming would be 13.1%
in EU 27; 15.6% in France; 17.5% in Germany; 19.7% in Italy and 12.8% in Spain.

To get a better idea of what could be the impact on European agriculture resulting from
the increase of areas under organic farming, it is necessary to consider both their extension
and the way they are used.

In 2020, regarding 14.7 million hectares under organic farming, 6.8 were arable areas
(46.2%), 6.2 permanent grasslands (42.2%) and 1.7 permanent crops (11.6%). With regard to
arable areas, 34.6% (2.4 million hectares) was planted with cereals, wheat in particular, 0.9
million hectares equal to 38.3% of areas under cereals. Areas under permanent crops
consisting for 30.4% of olive groves and 22.6% of vineyards; areas under permanent grass
consist of pastures and meadows, mostly used for grazing organic livestock.

The mere observation of data related to the size of organic farming does not provide the
detail concerning its weight on the overall amount of European agriculture. According to
Eurostat data (2020), in EU 27, agricultural areas amounted to 161.1 million hectares, 98.2
(60.9%) were arable lands; 50.2 (31.5%) permanent grasslands and 12.2 (7.6%) permanent
crops. It follows that, in EU in 2020, 6.9% of arable lands, 12.2% of permanent grasslands and
13.9% of permanent crops were under organic farming. This suggests that there are
substantial differences between the amount of individual organic crops on the total of
corresponding areas and the distribution of the same crops on the total of areas under organic
farming.

In fact, it should be considered that arable lands are 46.2% of the areas under organic
farming, but they only account for 6.9% on the total of arable lands in EU 27 and the
permanent grasslands representing 42.2% of areas under organic farming account for 12.2%
on the total of permanent grasslands in EU 27.
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Regarding permanent crops, there is a minor gap between the amount of areas under
organic farming and the total number of hectares aimed at such crops (11.6 versus 7.6%).

It is worth remembering that, in this regard, among the areas under organic farming, the
most widely used are cereals with about 2.4 million hectares (44.6%), wheat in particular (0.9
million hectares, equal to 38.3% of organic cereals); these crops are, however, limited
compared to the total of areas under the same crops in EU 27. In fact, in 2020, in EU 27, 52.4
million hectares where plantedwith cereals and, among these, 22.9million hectares (43.7%) to
wheat. This means that only 4.6% of areas under cereals (3.9% to wheat) were under organic
farming. In France, the first European producer of wheat, only less than 150.000 hectares
(3.3%) versus a total of 4.5 million hectares were under organic farming. Similar situations
can be found in Germany (about 100,000 hectares under organic farming versus 2.8 million
hectares to wheat) and Spain (50,000 hectares under organic farming versus 1.9 million
hectares of total).

In this framework, values regarding Italy are quite different; notwithstanding they were
not very high, however, they affected 11.8%of crops of organic wheat (200.00 hectares) on the
total (1.7 million hectares). This means that, at present, the lowest yields characterizing
organic farming compared to conventional ones have low impact on the overall cereal
productions in the EU.

As stated before, in the period 2012–2020, agricultural areas in EU 27 slightly increased
(þ0.8%). This variation is the expression of a reduction in arable lands (�0.9%) and an
increment in permanent grasslands (þ4.5%) and permanent crops (þ5.1%).

As a consequence, the distribution of lands to the various destinations was modified. In
particular, the amount of arable lands on the total decreased from 62.3% to 61.0% million
hectares, while the weight of permanent grasslands and permanent crops increased,
respectively, from 30.4% to 31.6% and from 7.3% to 7.6%.

In this framework, always considering the period 2012–2020, areas under organic farming
increased from 9.5 to 14.7 million hectares (þ54.7%) and their incidence on the total from
5.9% to 9.1%. The said increase of 5.2 million hectares was determined for 50% by the
increase of arable lands (2.6 million hectares), by 38.5% by permanent grasslands (2 million
hectares) and by 11.5% by permanent crops (0.6 million hectares). It follows that also the
amount of single purposes on the corresponding total values had changed. In particular,
arable lands increased from 4.2% to 6.9%; permanent grass from 8.6% to 12.3% and
permanent crops from 9.9% to 13.7%.

The above shows that the increase in lands under organic farming, in the period 2012–
2020, is the result not of the cultivation of new lands but rather of the conversion of existing
ones, such an evolution should be expected also for the future.

Assuming that the agricultural areas in EUwill register in the period 2023–2030 the same
variation observed in the period 2012–2020, and considering that, in the period 2012–2020,
the average increase per year of areas under organic farmingwas 7.3% for arable lands, 5.9%
for permanent grasslands and 5.5% for permanent crops, it is to be expected that the new
expansion may mainly concern arable lands and permanent grasslands, also because, as
above mentioned, they have a lower incidence to the corresponding total areas compared to,
for example, permanent crops.

It is clear that the larger the growth of the amount of arable lands areas under organic farming,
the stronger the impact on the European productive potential, given that, as said, especially for
crops the yields of organic crops are significantly lower than conventional farming.

5. Discussion and findings
Notwithstanding the actions, the EU Commission plans to implement with the new CAP, the
achievement of the target of 25% of areas under organic farming by 2030 seems, at present to
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be difficult to fulfil. In fact, it would require an increase of about 26 million hectares of areas
under organic farming compared to the 14.7 million hectares reported in 2020.

In EU, in the period 2012–2020, about 1.8 million Euro per year were allocated to organic
farming (European Commission, 2020). This commitment will certainly be reinforced by the
CAP 2023–2027, which provides that 25% of direct aid to farmers, and 35% of rural
development fundingmust be dedicated to agro-environmental measures, which, only partly,
concern organic farming. In this regard, it should be noted that, given the great differences in
the Member States, at present, it is not possible to quantify the financial commitment which
will actually be aimed at organic farming and then its effect on its development at European
level cannot even be hypothesized. For this purpose, it should be noted that the EU
Commission, which is now difficult to build all the indicators needed to monitor the planned
measures (Scown and Nicholas, 2020), has foreseen to carry out a midterm review of the
action plan for the development of organic production in 2024 (European Commission, 2021).

The high incidence, on the total areas under organic farming of pasture andmeadow areas
(42.2%), in itself, shows that, in EU, organic farming has a productive weight not
corresponding to the amount on the total of the areas under cultivation; as well as the market
share of organic products on the total of food consumption is extremely small (Fibl-IFOAM,
2020). It follows that, it is impossible that, in the event of introduction of a 25% of areas under
organic farming target by 2030, should correspond an equivalent weight of organic products
of overall of agricultural production and food consumption of Europeans. In this regard, it
should be considered that such a rise in the organic production on the total would require a
muchwider spread of areas under organic farming (Barbieri et al., 2021), due to the yields less
than the conventional farming (Birkhofer et al., 2016; Knapp and van der Heijden, 2018) and
the highest risk of product loss for the non-use of pesticides (Van Bruggen and Finckh, 2016;
Benbrook et al., 2021).

As said, the effect of this could be the negative impact on the overall sustainability of
European agriculture, as it would require the cultivation of new lands and the unavoidable
use of natural animal fertilizers (manure) in order to ensure the supply of nitrogen compatible
with the organic method (Connor, 2013; Birkhofer et al., 2016 Meemken and Qaim, 2018;
Barbieri et al., 2021).

It is therefore to be expected that the increment of areas under organic farming, in Europe,
will mainly involve crops less affected by loss of productivity after conversion to organic
farming method and farms which are unable to practice commercial farming due to their
dimension and location, or engaged in secondary activities, such as farmholiday (Calabr�o and
Vieri, 2014).

It should be thus possible to increase the impact of areas under organic farming on the
total and, at the same time, not to negatively affect the current product potential of European
agriculture.

This evolution, aswell as possible, is also to be considered desirable, given that a reduction
in the current production level would inevitably lead to an increase in food prices and in
inflation tax (Wesseler, 2022).

The hypothesis that the possible increase of the areas under organic farming can relate to
both forms of agriculture and farms that, in the transition to the organic method, have less to
lose in terms of productivity, also seems to be supported by other considerations. It would
particularly refer to what had happened with the previous implemented agri-environmental
measures within CAP; it is expected that farmers dealing with less environmental problems
will join the measures (Vieri, 2012).

Equally, very modest was the impact of the green measures that have characterized the
CAP 2014–2022 (Louhichi et al., 2017).

This means that farmers in inland areas, practising less intensive forms of agriculture
without strong commercial orientation, may be better off adhering to the agri-environmental
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measures, thus reducing costs of productive factors and receiving Community aids in return
which actually makes up for the lack of production.

Although the target of increase areas under organic farming seems to be achievable
through their diffusion between more sustainable crops and farms, it will be, however,
difficult that these forms of agriculture can reach a meaningful contribution to the other CAP
2023–2027 targets, such as the 50% reduction in use of chemicals, sales of antimicrobial and
soil nutrient loss; as well as the reduction of 20% in synthetic fertilizers consumption.

It is evident that if the increment in areas under organic farming involves low intensive
forms of agriculture, the said targets will be achieved through agro-industrial activities such
as livestock and monoculture farming. In this regard, it should be useful to integrate the
measures under the new CAP with a serious food education programme aimed at reducing
the consumption of animal origin products that, as it is well known, is one of the main driver
in order to achieve important environmental benefits in terms of land use, water consumption
and greenhouses gas emissions (Ranganathan et al., 2016; Clark et al., 2020).

6. Conclusions
The aim of this paper is to reflect on the effectiveness of the 25% target of areas under organic
farming by 2030.

The established obligation to all the UN Member States to integrate the Sustainable
Development Goals in their policies has had important consequences on the definition of
Community policies for the period 2021–2027. CAP was, in this field, one of the most
affected policy; its content has been significantly revised in order to encourage the adoption
of more sustainable behaviour by farmers. One of the hardest target for this purpose is to
forecast that 25% of European agricultural lands have grown using organic farming
method. The achievement of this target, in the event of conversion of the most mainstream
intensive form of agriculture, may result in a reduction of European productive potential
that would be offset through an increase in agricultural lands, thus creating new
sustainability issues. The most plausible hypothesis is therefore the one that shows the
increase in areas under organic farming will engage forms of agriculture and farms that,
already today, are more sustainable, so that the achievement of 25% target will not
particularly impact the European potential productive and, thus, not even on the less
environmental sustainable forms of agriculture. It follows that, in order to increase the
sustainability of European agriculture, it is not enough to focus on the increase of areas
under organic farming.

This paper contributes to the ongoing debate about the sustainability of agri-food system.
The analysis carried out has highlighted how the organic farming alone cannot tackle some
important food sustainability issues. The conclusions highlight the need to explore
alternatives aimed at driving the agri-food systems towards sustainability. This topic will be
developed in further studies and future research.
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