
The EFMN is financed by the European Commission DG Research. It is part of a series of initiatives intended to provide a ‘Knowledge Sharing Platform’ 
for policy makers in the European Union. More information on the EFMN and on the Knowledge Sharing Platform is provided at WWW.EFMN.EU

 

 
WWW.EFMN.EU The European Foresight Monitoring Network 

 
Foresighting Food, Rural and Agrifutures in Europe 

Foresight Brief No. 142 
 

Authors: Jennifer Cassingena Harper                            Jennifer.harper@gov.mt                     
 Sponsors: EU Directorate-General Research  

Type: EU Foresight Exercise  
Organizer: EU Directoral-General Research Mr Elie Faroult elie.faroult@ec.europa.eu  
Duration: July 2006 Budget: N/A Time Horizon: 2020 Date of Brief: April 2008 

 

Purpose 
Through a renewed mandate in 2005 aimed at strengthening the coordination of research efforts in Europe, the Standing Committee on 
Agricultural Research (SCAR) launched a foresight process to consider the prospects for agriculture in 2015 – 2020 and to help iden-
tify political answers to the challenges raised. In July 2006, the European Commission’s Directorate-General Research set up a Fore-
sight Expert Group to support SCAR in identifying long-term research priorities to support a European knowledge-based biosociety. 
The group was given the remit to formulate possible scenarios for European agriculture in a 20-year perspective allowing for the iden-
tification of evidence required (for more robust policy approaches) and innovation needs in the medium to long-term.  

 

Europe’s Agrifuture Challenges 
Europe’s agri-food industries and broader rural economies are 
being rapidly reshaped, predominantly by global trends and 
policy developments, combined with a diverse range of non-
monetary issues, including food safety/security, environmental 
sustainability, biodiversity, biosafety and biosecurity, animal 
welfare, ethical foods, fair trade and the future viability of 
rural regions. European agri-futures are evolving within the 
context of the EU’s overarching policy drives (Lisbon and 
Gothenburg), which project Europe as 

• the most competitive and dynamic knowledge-driven 
(sustainable) economy, and 

• a responsible global player, particularly vis-à-vis devel-
oping countries. 

The point of departure for addressing these policy drives is not 
to consider them as mutually irreconcilable, but to define the 
most appropriate and effective approaches for creating syn-
chronous efforts thereby generating added value. The ‘agri-
environmental’ measures in Europe’s Common Agricultural 
Policy (CAP) have been promoting development that incorpo- 

rates environmental issues and CAP in general is being re-
oriented towards a wider rural policy perspective integrating 
environmental issues and rural development perspectives.   

Terms of Reference 
The Foresight Expert Group, composed of a chair, rapporteur 
and eight domain experts1, was tasked to work in close col-
laboration with the EC services involved and the SCAR work-
ing group, under the co-ordination of the Commission’s fore-
sight unit (DG RTD E-3), to review and analyse foresight 
information relating to European agriculture in relation to 
eight major driving forces (economy and trade, science and 
technology, rural economy and regional development, societal 
and demographic changes, climate change, non-food and en-
ergy, environment, health). 

This analysis was to lead to a working paper for each driving 
force. Based on this analysis, the group of experts would agree on  

1 Thierry Gaudin (Chair), Jennifer Cassingena Harper (Rapporteur) 
Giovanni Anania, Kerstin Cuhls, Liam Downey, Jos Leyten, Jorgen 
E. Olesen, Yves Schenkel, Mari Walls, Peter Raspor, Elie Faroult 
(DG Research) 
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a minimum of three futures scenarios (20-year horizon) for 
European agriculture and an analysis of the implications for 
evidence required (for more robust policies) and innovation 
needs in the medium to long-term. The work was to take into 
account foresight activities on a global, European and national 
level, including other ongoing EU projects in this area.  

The main objective of the exercise was to set research priori-
ties for the medium to long-term. The terms of reference in-
cluded: 

• The gathering and analysis of foresight information on the 
eight major drivers. 

• Preparation of a foresight paper on each of the major driv-
ing forces for agriculture in Europe and perspectives for 
agricultural research. 

• Using the information produced during the first part of the 
study to conduct a foresight exercise to predict possible 
futures scenarios (20 year perspective) for European agri-
culture. 

• On the basis of identified scenarios, to assess the implica-
tions for research and innovation requirements of Euro-
pean agriculture over the medium to long term. 

• To present a draft report based on papers presented on the 
“major drivers” at a foresight conference in early 2007 
and production of a final report. 

 

 

A Creative Disruption Approach          
The expert group opted for a disruption scenario approach 
with four scenarios developed through a simple method, 
whereby each expert identified four “disruption factors” 
emerging over the next 20 years. These factors were grouped 
into three blocks: “climate disruption” (the most significant); 
“energy disruption” and “social” questions: health, safety, 
employment. The following “wild cards” emerged:  “intellec-
tual property” disruption and “monetary disruption”. Four 
scenarios emerged and a baseline scenario was subsequently 
developed. 

 
Figure 1: Working process 

 
Figure 2: Cross-impacts of major driving forces 

Disruption Scenarios 
1- Climate Shock starts with climate change and the accel-

eration of related environmental impacts as the driving 
disruption factor. This scenario combines a primary busi-
ness as usual scenario – with differing geographical cli-
mate impacts, no European-level action is taken, and a 
crisis situation ensues – with a success scenario built into 
it at the end, where positive action is taken on a national 
level. It underlines a fundamental challenge that Europe 
will increasingly face with the onset of climate change 
impacts on agriculture, namely how to coordinate Euro-
pean policy responses to the diverse regional and local 
impacts of climate change bearing in mind different re-
gional contexts and framework conditions. 

2- Energy Crisis focuses on energy supply vulnerability of 
Europe as the key disruption factor and the acceleration of 
related economic and societal impacts as the key drivers. 
This scenario also combines a business as usual scenario, 
a crisis engineered by the energy global players, with a 
success scenario developing at the end as a result of Inter-
net-based community empowerment and action. It implies 
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a strategic research emphasis at the European level to 
support in the short-term the improved networking of 
farmers and researchers with a view to addressing urgent 
knowledge needs, instituting faster mutual learning proc-
esses and supporting communities of practice. 

3- We Are What We Eat focuses on food health and society 
as sources of disruption jointly determining a more com-
munity and consumer-oriented research agenda. This sce-
nario combines an initial crisis situation with a success 
scenario approach with clear guidelines for an effective 
European research agenda. It highlights the advantages of 
a citizen-oriented research where science and technology 
are effectively harnessed to address the real needs and 
concerns of citizens. The main priorities relate to quality, 
safe and functional foods for a range of emerging life-
styles and technologies to produce primarily citizen-
oriented enabling environments for knowledge production 
and exchange together with socially-driven, environmen-
tally effective products, processes and services. 

4- Cooperation with Nature focuses on society, science and 
technology as key joint drivers evolving in a beneficially 
symbiotic relationship. This primarily utopian scenario 
projects an ideal situation where science and technology 
have been effectively deployed to ensure sustainable de-
velopment at all levels. The key to addressing these needs 
is the transition to local small-scale production and a 
shortening and transparency in the food supply chain, and 
Internet, open learning, and ambient systems creating 
more globally aware, sustainability conscious consumers. 

Agro-Food Sector Bound to Change 
In spite of the excellent performance of Europe’s agro-food 
system in recent decades, the European Union is now facing a 
major disruption period in terms of international competitive-
ness, climate change, energy supply food security and societal 
problems of health and unemployment. Disruption means fast 
change, resulting in both positive and negative impacts and 
thus the main challenge facing agro-food actors is the speed of 
adaptation and proactive responses to secure a European 
lead in this area. Systemic approaches show that decentralised 
systems adapt themselves faster to change than centralized 
ones. A careful assessment of agricultural research and inno-
vation systems is needed to identify and modify the places 
where centralised decision-making generates rigidity, in re-
search as in policy. 

Decentralised Adaptation 

Decentralised adaptation relies on a high performance infor-
mation system allowing the decision makers, each operating at 
his level, to use in real time the best upgraded data necessary 
to implement their rationality. Technology now offers the op-
erational tools to put upgraded data at the disposal of the 

farmers and decision makers of the food chain and to allow an 
exchange of experience between actors. 

Early Warning System 

Through satellite imaging and Internet diffusion technologies 
it is now possible to build an early warning, free access in-
formation system on climate change and its long-term conse-
quences for ecosystems. This system has still to be developed 
and marketed and training provided to the end users. The 
Internet is emerging as a powerful tool for facilitating the de-
velopment of worldwide networks linking growing communi-
ties of practice in a number of agriculture-related areas and 
themes. The Internet not only changes the research framework 
and conditions, but also the link between researchers and end-
users of research results and has the potential to facilitate a 
more proactive engagement of rural communities, farmers and 
citizens in the design and implementation of ongoing research 
and knowledge exchange activity. In order to facilitate these 
interactions, eEurope strategies at the European and national 
levels need to cater for the extension of broadband access at 
affordable prices to rural communities, farmers, citizens and 
other stakeholders. 

Overcoming the Barriers towards  
a Knowledge-based Biosociety 

One of the major hurdles facing Europe in making the transi-
tion to knowledge-based agri-futures is the need to address the 
growing challenge of knowledge failures. European agricul-
tural research is currently not delivering the type of knowl-
edge that is needed by end-users in rural communities as they 
embark on the transition to the rural knowledge-based bioso-
ciety. The problems are not exclusive to agricultural research 
but are felt more acutely in this sector where the role of tradi-
tional, indigenous knowledge is already being undermined as a 
result of the growing disconnection with ongoing research 
activity.  

New System of Education  
and Knowledge Diffusion 

The social dimensions of the shift to the knowledge-based bio-
society are rendered more complex by the demographic and 
mobility/migration factors. They call for new systems of edu-
cation and knowledge diffusion and careful consideration of 
the implications for education as we enter a new system char-
acterised by a shift from engineering, physical and mechanical 
sciences to converging technologies.  

Knowledge exchange strategies and policies, already in place 
in the more advanced EU member states, need to be formal-
ised and given a higher profile at the EU level, as stand-alone 
strategies and not merely as add-ons to research and innova-
tion policies and good practices shared with other member 
states. Knowledge exchange policies differ from innovation 
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policies per se, although they also inter-connect with them. 
The main emphasis of knowledge exchange policies is to en-
sure the relevance and accessibility of knowledge to commu-

nities, farmers, consumers, young people and educational in-
stitutions. 

A Case for Action 
1. More coordinated EU, national and regional policy re-
sponses to a range of challenges that affect the world rural 
agri-economy and facilitate the shift to a knowledge-based 
biosociety are needed. 

2. An overview of emerging global trends, policy develop-
ments, challenges and prospects for European agri-futures 
point to the need for a new strategic framework for the plan-
ning and delivery of research is called for, addressing the fol-
lowing challenges: 

– Sustainability challenge: facing climate change in the 
knowledge-based biosociety 

–  Security challenge: safeguarding European food, rural, 
energy, biodiversity and agri-futures 

–  Knowledge challenge: user-oriented knowledge develop-
ment and exchange strategies 

–  Competitiveness challenge: positioning Europe in agri-
food and other agricultural lead markets 

–  Policy and institutional challenge: facing policy-makers 
in synchronising multi-level policies 

3. The complex, dynamic inter-connection of challenges, fac-
ing European agriculture research from a forward-looking, 20-
year perspective requires strategic European policy responses 
right now. This will entail re-designing the institutional 
framework for research and putting in place a two-track ap-
proach for agri-futures research: 

–  a transition research agenda to address the more immedi-
ate sustainability and safety/security concerns and the radi-
cal transformation arising from the reform of the CAP, 
combined with 

–  a more long-term high-tech research agenda to ensure 
that appropriate high-tech research investments are put in 
place so that Europe’s agri-food industries and rural econo-
mies retain their competitive position in global markets. 

4. To raise the capacity of rural regions to generate, participate 
in and translate research developments into economic growth, 
a regionally-focused, demand-driven approach to research 
and innovation needs to be developed. A basic requirement is 
a dedicated funding system designed (i) to capitalise on re-
gions’ comparative advantage, by mobilising all resources 
available towards attainment of context dependent and demon-
strably attainable goals, and (ii) to exploit good practices and 
models in the governance and delivery of research, technology 
implementation and innovation. 

5. The competitiveness challenge and demographic decline 
facing rural communities, combined with reduced global fi-
nancial support to agriculture, may lead the EU to adopt, un-
der emergency pressure, a temporary protectionist strategy. 
Long-term, strategic and institutional capacities in knowledge 
transfer, public early warning on ecosystems evolution and 
decentralised systems of agricultural research and approaches 
are of even more central importance in the transition from a 
subsidies-driven to a knowledge-driven biosociety. 

6. Continued, active engagement in foresight is critical for 
enhancing the strategic and institutional capacities of Europe’s 
agricultural policy-making and research and knowledge-
transfer organisations. 

 

Further Reading 

Gaudin, Thierry et al. (2007), Foresighting food, rural and 
agri-futures. 

 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/agriculture/scar/index_en.cfm?p=
3_foresight 
 
http://ec.europa.eu/research/agriculture/scar/pdf/foresighting_f
ood_rural_and_agri_futures.pdf  
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