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POLICY BRIEF

The EU Communication on ensuring 
availability and affordability of fertilisers—a 
milestone for sustainable nutrient management 
or a missed opportunity?
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Abstract 

The global mineral fertiliser crisis increased the pressure on the EU agricultural sector. In response, the EU Commission 
released a Communication on ensuring availability and affordability of fertilisers in November 2022. This Policy Brief 
discusses the Fertiliser Communication and critically questions whether (1) the proposed measures can contribute 
to combat the fertiliser crisis, and (2) whether they can make the EU agricultural sector more resilient and sustainable 
to comply with the Paris Agreement and the Aichi Targets to the Convention on Biological Diversity. Results show 
that the Fertiliser Communication falls short on both challenges. It relies on existing, insufficient policies and public 
support measures and fails to propose innovative and effective solutions. Moreover, existing fertiliser and fossil fuel 
import dependencies are maintained and shifted. To overcome these shortcomings and to comply with legally bind-
ing climate and biodiversity goals, a comprehensive governance approach for nutrient management and sustainable 
agriculture by economic instruments that apply to livestock husbandry and fossil fuels is introduced.

Key points 

• The Fertiliser Communication aims at ensuring availability and affordability of fertilisers for the internal market 
and globally.

• The proposals for domestic and international actions for a functioning fertiliser market are insufficient.
• The Fertiliser Communication fails to propose effective measures for making the EU agricultural sector more resil-

ient and sustainable.

Keywords Fertiliser crisis, Nutrient management, Phosphorus, Nitrogen, Sustainable agriculture, Governance, EU 
Fertiliser Communication

Introduction
The current global mineral fertiliser crisis results from 
disrupted supply chains due to the COVID-19 pan-
demic, rising energy costs and the Russian invasion of 
Ukraine. In response, the European Commission released 
a Fertiliser Communication on ensuring availability and 
affordability of fertilisers on 9th November 2022 [1]. 
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The Fertiliser Communication aims at safeguarding food 
security and increasing the resilience of the agricultural 
sector. In the Fertiliser Communication, the Commission 
firstly provides an overview of the current challenges and 
causes of rising fertiliser, food and energy prices. Then, 
the Commission proposes short-term domestic measures 
and international actions to ensure fertiliser availability 
and affordability. Furthermore, long-term objectives of 
the EU are defined and placed in the context of existing 
strategies and policies.

According to the Fertiliser Communication, the EU’s 
strategic goal is to reduce the dependency from Russian 
fertiliser and natural gas imports. With regard to fertiliser 
use in the EU, the Commission underlines the objectives 
of the Farm to Fork Strategy [2]. The Strategy aims at sus-
tainable and resilient food value chains including reduced 
fertiliser use and minimized nutrient losses. The Ferti-
liser Communication furthermore highlights that the 
current fertiliser crisis is ‘an opportunity to accelerate the 
transition to a sustainable agriculture […] system’ [1]. In 
general, a comprehensive governance approach for agri-
culture and nutrient management that targets the main 
drivers of ecological change, i.e., fossil fuels and animal 
husbandry, would help to combat the fertiliser crises and 
to comply with international legally binding environmen-
tal goals. Against this backdrop, this Policy Brief assesses 
the extent to which the proposed measures of the Fer-
tiliser Communication are suitable to contribute to 
sustainable nutrient management and support a sustain-
ability transformation of the agricultural sector to align it 
with the legally-binding objective of the Paris Agreement 
and the Kunming-Montreal Global Biodiversity Frame-
work to the Convention on Biological Diversity. The Paris 
Agreement aims to limit global warming to well below 2° 
C, or even better 1.5° C [3] while the Kunming-Montreal 
Global Biodiversity Framework aims at halting biodiver-
sity loss [4, 5].

Problem statement
Food production in the EU is currently severely chal-
lenged due to fertiliser shortages, which result from 
direct and indirect import dependencies of fertilisers 
and intermediate products [1]. These shortages affect 
the essential nutrients potassium, phosphorus and nitro-
gen. Although some farms, such as farms in the organic 
sector, are less dependent on mineral fertilisers [6], the 
farming sector overall has been affected substantially. 
The EU is directly dependent on imports of potash and 
phosphate. Major exporting countries of potash are 
Canada, Belarus, and Russia. Phosphate rock is located 
in only a few regions of the world including Morocco/
Western Sahara and Russia [7]. The price for phosphate 
rock has increased from 76 $/mt in 2020 to 266 $/mt in 

2022 (annual average) [8]. Indirect import dependency 
concerns nitrogen fertilisers. The highly energy-intensive 
production process of ammonia for nitrogen fertilisers 
is to a large extend based on natural gas imports from 
Russia. In Summer 2022, price explosions for natural gas 
resulted in the shutdown of 70% of the ammonia pro-
duction due to unprofitability [1]. Overall, high fertiliser 
prices and other input factor prices affect farmers’ pur-
chasing and planting decisions and might impact the next 
season’s harvest.

Key proposals for domestic actions
To combat the fertiliser crisis, the Fertiliser Communi-
cation proposes a set of domestic actions. First, in line 
with the Commissions’ Communication ‘Save gas for a 
safe winter’ [9], Member States are encouraged to priori-
tise access to natural gas for fertiliser producers in their 
national emergency plans in the event of gas rationing 
[1, 9]. Second, the Commission proposes to expand the 
financial support to farmers and in particular to fertiliser 
producers through the Temporary Crisis Framework for 
State Aid, the agricultural reserve and solidarity levies. 
Third, the Commission aims at enhancing transparency 
of the EU fertiliser market by launching a new mar-
ket observatory in 2023. Fourth, the Commission pro-
poses several actions on fertilisers including enhanced 
access for organic and recycled fertilisers, support for 
the nitrogen fertiliser industry to produce ammonia 
with renewable hydrogen, greater import diversifica-
tion, and launch of a new European Innovation Council 
on resilient agriculture in 2023. Lastly, the Commission 
encourages Member States to revise their Strategic Plans 
of the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) to accel-
erate sustainable fertiliser use. The Commission expects 
Member States to include into their CAP Strategic Plans 
key elements of nutrient management such as the wider 
adoption of nutrient management plans, the implemen-
tation of a so-called Farm Sustainability Tool for Nutri-
ents, the replacement of mineral fertilisers by organic 
fertilisers and the promotion of precision farming. The 
Commission also emphasises the beneficial effects of eco-
schemes and agri-environment-climate commitments as 
well as Conditionality [1]. Furthermore, the importance 
of enhanced crop rotation with the inclusion of protein 
crops, crop diversification and catch crops are high-
lighted. Indeed, these management strategies are useful 
not only for sustainable nutrient management but also 
soil protection, climate and biodiversity conservation 
[10]. However, only crop rotation is a mandatory obliga-
tion of the CAPs’ Conditionality and the EU decided to 
allow Member States to derogate from its adoption in 
2023 to address the current crisis [11, 12]—an aspect that 
is not mentioned in the Fertiliser Communication and 
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directly contradicts the Communications’ goals. Besides, 
during the CAP reform negotiations, the Farm Sustain-
ability Tool for Nutrients was removed from the manda-
tory obligations of Conditionality and instead adopted as 
voluntary farm advisory service [12, 13]. Likewise, eco-
schemes and agri-environment-climate commitments are 
voluntary measures. Overall, these measures will have lit-
tle or no impact on the harvest in 2023 as the CAP only 
enters into force in 2023.

Apart from these shortcomings, other proposals of the 
Commission remain vague and non-commital. For exam-
ple, the Commission ‘points out that Member States may 
prioritise’ fertiliser producers to access natural gas, ‘takes 
steps’ to improve market transparency, or ‘will welcome 
and support’ amendments of the CAP Strategic Plans 
[1]. Besides, action implementation is largely left to the 
Member States; thus, their effects are hard to predict.

Key proposals for international actions
The measures to alleviate the fertiliser crisis at the inter-
national level are even vaguer than the proposals for 
domestic actions. The Commission proposes to extend 
the collaboration with third countries and international 
institutions to support sustainable fertilisation and to 
increase the transparency of global fertiliser markets [1]. 
It remains unclear who should collaborate, e.g., farmers, 
traders or poltiticians. Besides, ‘discussions’ in interna-
tional fora shall cover various aspects of fertiliser sup-
ply and food security including the avoidance of export 
restrictions on fertiliser trade in the World Trade Organi-
sation [1, for policies along the supply chain see 14]. Dis-
cussing these issues at the regional and international level 
is important, as are efforts to enhance the application of 
sustainable fertilisation practices and increased transpar-
ency, monitoring and diversification of the global ferti-
liser market. However, discussions are unable to support 
farmers in the short-term. Simultaneously, long-term 
effects appear unlikely as these discussions will probably 
not transpose into concrete policy instruments as seen 
e.g., in the annual Conference of the Parties to the United 
Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change.

The EU’s long‑term objectives
Supplementing the proposals for short-term meas-
ures, the Fertiliser Communication establishes long-
term objectives and flanking actions which indeed point 
towards a more resilient agricultural sector. The Com-
mission aims at more sustainable fertiliser use, (well-
researched) nutrient recycling from waste streams and 
green ammonia production for nitrogen fertilisers [1]. 
To upscale the green ammonia production based on 
renewable hydrogen, the Commission focusses on state 
aid and a new European Hydrogen Bank to invest in the 

EU hydrogen market. To achieve nutrient recycling, the 
Commission proposes to use funds from Horizon Europe 
and the Emissions Trading System Innovation Fund for 
innovative demonstration projects on nutrient recycling 
[1]. The Commission also mentions the work on dele-
gated acts to amend the annexes of the Fertilising Prod-
ucts Regulation [14] to enable the marketing of recycling 
fertilisers on the EU market [1]. Yet, such amendments to 
the Fertilising Products Regulation would be made even 
without the Fertiliser Communication. However, impor-
tant amendments have still not been adopted [15].

Critical review and proposals to make fertiliser use 
more sustainable
The overall output of the Fertiliser Communication is the 
presentation of merely two new initiatives: the market 
observatory and the European Innovation Council chal-
lenge on resilient agriculture. Aside from that, the Com-
mission only calls on Member States to support fertiliser 
producers and refers to existing public support measures. 
Yet, these measures lack environmental requirements 
such as climate friendly production processes and fail 
to direct the agricultural sector towards sustainability. 
They will also most likely be ineffective to address the 
current fertiliser crisis. Instead, by proposing financial 
support for fertiliser availability and aiming at supply 
diversification of (mineral and synthetic) fertilisers and 
intermediate products, the Commission underpins the 
long-term import dependency on fertilisers and fossil 
fuels. Although the diversification of the fertiliser market 
is necessary and overdue, a greater focus on the strategic 
objectives would be more effective to avoid shifting from 
one import dependency into another.

Moreover, the Fertiliser Communication builds on 
weak existing policies. For example, the recent reform 
of the EU Fertilising Products Regulation illustrates that, 
for years, the EU missed the opportunity to transition 
the agricultural sector towards sustainability and resil-
ience through effective policy reforms. Even though the 
EU Fertilising Products Regulation for the first time pro-
vides for market access for recycled fertilisers, it failed to 
implement strict threshold values for Cadmium in phos-
phate fertilisers (foreseen in the Commission’s proposal). 
Strict threshold values for Cadmium could have put 
phosphate recyclates into an advantageous competitive 
position over mineral fertilisers [14, 16, 17]. Likewise, 
the recent reform of the CAP failed to implement com-
prehensive policy changes to enhance the sustainability 
of nutrient management and the whole agricultural sec-
tor [18, 19]. Nevertheless, the Fertiliser Communication 
relies on both, the Fertilising Products Regulation and 
the CAP measures.
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To successfully address the current fertiliser crisis 
and simultanelously tackle climate change, biodiversity 
loss, pollutant load, water degradation and soil erosion, 
supporting fertilisers produced with renewable energy, 
large-scale production of fertilisers from secondary raw 
materials, and innovative fertilisation techniques are nec-
essary in the short-term. In particular, to fight climate 
change, energy-intensive, fossil-based nitrogen fertilisers 
have to be phased out entirely in the long term [20, 21]. 
At the same time, fertilisers containing rock phosphate 
have to be replaced by organic and recycled fertilisers 
because of the EU’s import dependency from a few, often 
politically instable regions. Additionally, fertilisers con-
taining rock phosphate are frequently contaminated with 
heavy metals, while mining, transportation and process-
ing requires fossil fuels [7, 22, 23]. Overall, a sustainable 
and resilient agricultural sector has to be largely inde-
pendent from synthetic and mineral fertilisers. At the 
same time, efficient fertilisation is necessary and nutri-
ent losses, which result in water eutrophication and air 
pollution as well harmful consequences for biodiversity, 
climate and human health have to be minimised [22–24].

To substitute mineral fertilisers, the Fertiliser Com-
munication emphasizes organic wastes and in particu-
lar (processed) livestock manure but fails to address the 
resource intensity of the livestock sector. The produc-
tion of animal-derived food requires substantially more 
resources than the production of plant-based food due 
to large animal feed demand. Moreover, intensive live-
stock farming is the main driver of nutrient hotspots 
and thus of water eutrophication [22, 23]. Therefore, 
reducing resource use including fertiliser use and envi-
ronmental damage demands limiting the consumption 
of animal-derived products [25, 26]. To this end, an EU 
cap-and-trade scheme for livestock products with a cap 
aligned to the objective of the Paris Agreement promises 
to be effective. In limiting animal numbers, the cap-and-
trade scheme also reduces fertiliser demand and benefits 
climate, biodiversity, water bodies and soils. A comple-
mentary livestock-to-land ratio addresses nutrient hot-
spots caused by manure and thereby minimises nutrient 
discharges into water bodies [20, 26]. These policy instru-
ments also reintegrate crop and animal farming, and 
contribute to close nutrient cycles and thus to a more 
sustainable nutrient management. However, reduced ani-
mal numbers will also limit manure which can replace 
mineral and synthetic fertilisers. While less livestock 
production implies an overall reduced nutrient demand, 
the limited availability of manure will likely promote the 
demand for mineral and synthetic fertilisers (see below 
for a governance proposal to avoid this shifting effect), 
but also the demand for other organic fertilisers such as 
compost and green manure and recycled fertilisers from 

secondary raw materials. Besides, sustainable soil man-
agement practices including crop rotation, catch crops 
and mixed cropping including legumes have to become 
an integral element of nutrient management [20, 23, 27, 
28]. In doing so, the EU can enhance its protein auton-
omy as aimed at in the Farm to Fork Strategy.

Supplementing the cap-and-trade scheme for animal 
products and the livestock-to-land ratio, an emissions-
trading scheme to phase out fossil fuels in one or two 
decades appears very effective to comply with the 1.5 °C 
objective of the Paris Agreement. Phasing out fossil fuels 
would require synthetic nitrogen fertiliser production to 
shift from fossil fuels to renewable hydrogen. Besides, 
rock phosphate mining and processing would be ham-
pered while organic fertilisers and recycled fertilisers 
produced with renewable energy supported [20]. The 
resulting higher fertiliser prices would incentivise ferti-
lising efficiency—but not abruptly as due to a crisis, but 
politically announced and plannable in time. Only few 
complementary regulations are needed to e.g., ensure 
fertiliser quality through threshold values for contami-
nants and support research and innovation for recy-
cling fertilisers and sustainable agricultural practices. 
Overall, these governance proposals show that identify-
ing integrated solutions for intertwined environmental 
issues especially in the agricultural sector is a highly use-
ful approach. Although the Fertiliser Communication 
acknowledges the need to not only solve the fertiliser 
crisis, but also other environmental challenges, the Com-
mission neither seizes the opportunity to comprehen-
sively transform the agricultural sector towards resilience 
and sustainability nor presents a milestone for sustain-
able nutrient management.
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