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Collective approaches can create environmental, social and 
policy benefits, as well as economic and management 
advantages for farmers. In order to facilitate the growth of new 
and existing collective approaches, there is a need for an 
appropriate policy framework at EU and regional level, which 
takes into account the regional contexts and the cost for 
facilitation and coordination between farmers. 
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Collective approaches attract increasing interest in Europe.  By scaling up actions at landscape level rather 

than at an individual farm level, they hold the promise to improve the effectiveness of agri-environmental and 

climate measures. Eleven out of 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) give an important role to farmer groups in 

future agri-environmental dream contracts. 

 

Have you ever wondered what farmers would propose when asked to hold the pen for the next generation 

of agri-environmental contracts?  In the Contracts2.0 project, this question was the starting point to 

establish 13 contract innovation labs (CILs) with practitioners, (including mainly farmers, but also 

landowners, NGO staff, local government officers) in 9 European countries. Practitioners were asked to 

reflect on the strengths and weaknesses of new and existing contracts, and to propose so-called “dream 

contracts”. This brief reflects the opinion of the practitioners of 13 CILs throughout Europe, without 

claiming to be representative for the whole European farming community. This series is meant for all who 

are involved and interested in the design of the next generation of agri-environmental contracts. 

Why is it important?  

A wide diversity of collective approaches has emerged in Europe in the last decades, especially in North-West 

Europe. In Eastern European countries, it has been mentioned that the term ‘collectives’ has a negative socio-

cultural connotation, thus hindering the development of these approaches.  

 

While the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) on agri-environmental climate measures (AECM) was initially 

designed with individual farmers as the major beneficiary in mind, in 2014 an opening was made in the CAP 

to allow groups of farmers as a potential beneficiary.  

 

The Netherlands made use of this possibility to change their system from individual to exclusively collective 

AECM payments. In order to do this, they could rely on a nationwide network of farmer groups, united in the 

umbrella organisation Boerennatuur Netherlands. This network could grow during previous decades, 

supported by a complementary policy fund covering the organisational costs for agri-environmental 

cooperation (a.o. coordination of measures and knowledge exchange). 

 

In the UK (England), a similar policy instrument (Countryside Stewardship Facilitation Fund) was installed 

in 2015 which provides funding for the facilitation of farmer groups working on the delivery of agri-

environmental measures. This led to 180 Facilitation Fund groups being funded, sometimes referred to as 

farmer clusters. 
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Diversity of existing collective approaches in Europe 

 

https://www.boerennatuur.nl/
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/facilitation-fund-2023-countryside-stewardship


 

 

 

 

In Flanders (Belgium), since 2008, 34 farmer groups have been formed in which farmers cooperate on agri-

environmental measures (biodiversity, landscape, soil, water). As there is no dedicated fund for the facilitation 

of groups, the coordination of their activities is mainly funded through projects, initiated by the umbrella 

organisation Boerennatuur Flanders. The AECM contracts between the government administration and 

farmers are still on an individual basis, but farmers cooperate on the coordination of measures and the 

operational management to increase farmers’ participation and environmental impact. 

 

In France, individual and collective AECMs coexist. Most collective AECMs are contracted on common land 

where collective management pre-exists the CAP. Since 1992, collective entities (such as pastoral groups) are 

allowed to contract agri-environmental schemes, with individual farmers as the final beneficiary of the 

payments. Since 2014, the collectives are recognized as a final beneficiary and an additional policy framework 

was installed to support the facilitation of the creation of new agro-ecological collectives on private land. 
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Diversity in policy frameworks in different regions with collective approaches in the CAP period 2014-2022. 
 

Collectives or farmer groups can be seen as an intermediary level between policy makers and individual 

farmers (see also Practice brief N°5). In 11 out of 13 CILs, a farmer group is mentioned to play an important 

role in the dream contracts envisaged by CILs, even when no collective payments are in play.  Farmer groups 

are suggested to play different roles in the dream contracts: ranging from coordinating measures, knowledge 

exchange, managing payments and monitoring, to building social cohesion and improving participation in 

decision-making. For example, in the Netherlands farmers consider themselves as a more powerful contract 

party because they are united as a collective. 

https://www.boerennatuur.be/
https://collectifs-agroecologie.fr/


 

 

Different roles of farmer groups as mentioned by CILs. The % refers to the % of CILs who spontaneously mentioned a specific role 

for a farmer group. 

Opportunities  
 

Collective approaches tend to have a more beneficial impact on nature and environment when a wider 

landscape approach is used in combination with an increased level of coordination of agri-environmental 

measures.  

Increased flexibility may lead to a better customization with farmers’ management and local environmental 

circumstances. An example is the increased spatial flexibility for habitat management measures such as later 

mowing for meadow birds - within a group this may move more easily between plots and farmers during 

contract duration, and be based on improved monitoring data from across the area managed by the collective. 

Collective approaches create opportunities for higher awareness and ownership among farmers since they 

provide a setting for farmers to learn from each other, and thus improve social cohesion, cooperation and 

trust between farmers.   

High levels of communication and collaboration between the collectives and actors such as policy-makers are 

perceived as a strength of collective approaches. 

Collective approaches may be more cost-efficient compared to individual approaches, by creating economies 

of scale (e.g. more efficient coordination of measures, specialisation of work, collective purchase or use of 

machinery, seeds). They may reduce transaction costs (search, negotiation, administration) costs for individual 

farmers, although extra time is needed for attending meetings. 

Collective approaches tend to reduce transaction costs (e.g. less negotiation, administration  costs) for 

government administrations as the number of contracts they need to handle is reduced, although it implies 

an initial cost for adapting the administrative system towards collective approaches. These transaction costs 

have been shifted to the collective level.   
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Challenges 

Transaction costs (e.g. negotiation and administration costs) have been shifted from the government 

administration and individual farmers to the collective level.  In addition collective approaches imply extra 

costs for facilitating and coordinating the cooperation between farmers, which requires specific skills and 

knowledge. The appointment of a facilitator/ coordinator is therefore usually appropriate. Facilitators play an 

important role in developing good internal governance (by providing guidance, structure, coordination and 

mediation), organising knowledge exchange and training activities, developing ecological targets and 

management plans, coordinating measures, organising operational execution, managing payments, 

monitoring actions and/or results. Part of this coordination/facilitation work may be carried out by volunteers 

(e.g. lead farmers), generally in combination with professional staff. 

The lack of stable and sufficient funding to compensate for the extra costs of collective action, is one of the 

key challenges of existing collectives to sustain and expand their activities and for new ones to arise. 

In general, the lack of a tailored policy framework is one of the major constraints overall. The main challenge 

is to better adapt AECMs that were originally designed for individual farms to a collective governance setting. 

Although the CAP enabled Member States to establish collective approaches in 2014, the general control and 

payment system is still tailored towards individual contracts and many Member States did not include the 

possibility to include farmer groups as beneficiary in their regional development plans. 

 

Need for a tailor-made policy framework 

A tailored policy framework supporting the growth of existing and establishment of new collective approaches 

needs to focus on the following elements: 

¶ Providing stable funding for the facilitation and coordination of the groups and their long-term 

activities.  

¶ Creating incentives for farmers to stimulate cooperation (e.g. increased flexibility, bonus payments 

for groups). 

¶ Allowing groups of farmers as beneficiaries for AECM payments. As the area covered by collectives 

is still small in many countries, a hybrid approach (such as in France) may be needed, allowing for 

collective and individual payments. 

When developing a policy framework fostering collective approaches, it is important to take into account the 

regional characteristics and embrace the already existing networks.  
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Overview of challenges and opportunities    

 Opportunities Challenges 

 

Agro-management 

and economic 

viability 

Less administrative burden 

(transaction costs) for farmers 

More cost-efficient (scale-effects) 

More flexibility 

Higher awareness and engagement 

Improved knowledge exchange 

Transaction costs shifted from farmers 

and policy makers to collective level 

Funding needed for the work at 

collective level to sustain viability 

Flexibility limited by legal constraints 

and administrative rules 

Training of facilitators needed to assure 

good quality facilitation 

 

Environmental  

impacts 

 

Improved positive impact on nature/ 

environment 

 

 

Contract duration might be too short to 

see the positive effects 

 

Social impact 

Improved motivation and positive 

attitudes among farmers 

Improved trust, empowerment, 

ownership and communication among 

farmers  

Potential economic development of 

the area  

Better cooperation with policy makers 

A facilitator can provide guidance, 

structure, coordination and mediation 

Wider involvement of potential 

stakeholders may be useful 

Societal visibility limited as 

time/money for community outreach 

and promotion actions is lacking 

When progress is not monitored, 

farmers can lack a sense of 

achievement 

Need for good internal governance 

(role of facilitator).  

High turnover of facilitators threatens 

their long term vision and continuation 

 

Legal, policy and 

political context 

 

Less transaction costs for policy  

makers 

 

 

 

Adapted policy framework needed 
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If you have further questions, you may contact 

Sven Defrijn: sven.defrijn@boerennatuur.be 

 

 

All Practice Briefs can be found here:  https://www.project-contracts20.eu/in-brief/ 
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