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1. Introduction

The 13" Plenary Meeting of the European Soil Partnership (ESP) was held on 23 and 24 April 2026
online. Day 1 (23 April) focussed on the development of a voluntary guideline for sustainable soil
management in Europe, Day 2 (24 April) provided overview and discussion across all ESP Action
Areas.

The ESP Plenary Meeting was facilitated by the ESP Chair Rainer Baritz (EEA) and hosted by the ESP
Secretariat (Nicole Wellbrock and Julia von Guilleaume, Federal Research Institute for Rural Areas,
Forestry and Fisheries). The presentations shown during the meeting can be accessed through the
ESP website.

2. Sustainable soil management in Europe

2.1  Welcoming and introduction

The session was preceded by a workshop held during the 12 Plenary Meeting, during which the
proposal for a European voluntary guideline for sustainable soil management was presented and
agreed (meeting report of the 12" ESP Plenary Assembly).

2.2 Scoping of the regional voluntary guideline

The global Voluntary Guidelines for SSM (VGSSM) (FAO, 2017) has its foundation in the World Soil
Charta, and provides context and guidance for generic non-binding actions to protect soils. The

European effort aims to regionalize and contextualize the principles of the global approach to better
fit Europe's diverse soil and climatic conditions, thus also enhancing practical applicability for
stakeholders.

During this ESP meeting, a first draft table of content (draft ToC) was presented by ESP Chair Rainer
Baritz, which included a structure and management example for agricultural soils. On that basis, the
design options, expectations, synergies, implementation conditions and requirements were discussed.

The European VGSSM could offer “best practices” for the sustainable management of

- agricultural soils (e.g., building on GAECs and eco-schemes in relation to soils)
- forest soils (e.g., considering the guidelines on closer-to-nature forest management)
- and other soils (e.g., urban soils, organic soils, mountain soils).

The draft ToC proposes a zoning according to large climatic regions and a grouping of soils could form
a possible basis to stratify the guideline. The VGSSM for Europe shall be consistent with the EU Soil
Monitoring Law and other national efforts to promote healthy soils.

2.3 Synergy with the EU Soil Monitoring Law (SML)

Mirco Barbero (DG ENV) introduced an ongoing project to develop a knowledge repository on SSM in
support of Article 11 (SML). It is intended to provide Member States (MS) with scientifically updated
information on soil management practices and their impact on soil health and resilience. It could be
ready by 2030/2031, targeting soil managers, landowners and local authorities as key stakeholders.
The project collects results from research projects, including tools, in close collaboration with the EU
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Soil Mission. The work of the ESP could contribute directly and be complementary by primarily
targeting policy makers.

2.4  Stakeholder-inclusive process

The process of establishing a voluntary guideline for sustainable soil management must involve
stakeholder networks, especially important if they represent practitioners and land owners in relation
to policy development. During the ESP Meeting, several stakeholders introduced themselves, such as
the European Compost Network (ECN) and TP Organics. Olivier Labrie (ECN) presented the important
role of compost for soil health, whereas Bram Moeskops (TP Organics) presented TP Organics as the
European Technology Platform (ETP) for research & innovation for organic farming and agroecology.

2.5 Impact of land management on soil health: what is possible, feasible,
efficient, effective?

Expert pitches on chosen topics were given in relation to the establishment of the VGSSM for Europe.
Sustainable increase of soil organic carbon

Soil organic carbon (SOC) can be increased, but not everywhere, not indefinitely and not always
sustainably. The presentation prepared by Claire Chenu (National Institute of Agricultural Research -
INRAe, France) was provided by Rainer Baritz (ESP Chair, EEA) in her absence. Any increase in SOC
depends on the increase of inputs and/or the reduction of losses (e.g., through erosion). The majority
of agricultural interventions impacts SOC in some way, while advice on specific SOC increasing
practices is complex, must address trade-offs and permanency.

Sustainable forest soil management

Forest soils are often neglected in the context of soil protection. Tiina Tormanen (Natural Resources
Institute Finland, LUKE) emphasized the role of forest floor organic layers and understory vegetation.
Management options include prolonged rotation periods, prevention of clear-cutting, residue
management and erosion control. Finland's multi-level forest management guidelines, including
compulsory legislation, certification systems, and voluntary best practices, could be a model case for
other guidelines, including experiences with stakeholder participation.

Sustainable management of nutrients and pollution

Wim de Vries and Gerard Ros (Wageningen Research) presented concepts on the effectiveness of
nutrient and fertilizer management. Practices include optimized fertilizer application, crop rotations,
cover crops, and reduced tillage. Results indicate that these practices can increase soil carbon
sequestration and nitrogen use efficiency, with spatial variation influenced by climate, soil
properties, and the level of adoption of best practices. This includes the”4-R strategy”: right source of
suitable fertilizer types, right rate, right time and right place of fertilization application. Additional
options of crop and soil management with regard to soil pollution were provided, including the use
of crops to remove metals.

Practices to improve soil biodiversity

The corresponding presentation, prepared by Claire Chenu (National Institute of Agricultural
Research - INRAe, France), will be published on the ESP website.


https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/european-soil-partnership/meetings/meeting-presentations/13th-esp-plenary-meeting
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Links to reference publications shared by participants

- World Overview of Conservation Approaches and Technologies (WOCAT)

- Global Soil Doctors programme

- Rex Agri (farmer experiences with trials and practices — in French)
- Co-Creation and advice with farmers in Belgium (French)

- Context of economic and social aspects in regards to the VGSSM:
o Report “Climate and Nature — Living Soils Deliver for Both”

o |DDRI study “An agroecological Europe in 2050: multifunctional agriculture for

healthy eating”
o Research article “Cost of agricultural productivity loss due to soil erosion in the EU”

o Farmer-led research on environmentally harmful subsidies in Germany

o Fact sheet by German Environment Agency concerning reduction of soil compaction

- Organic Farm Knowledge repository



https://wocat.net/en/
https://www.fao.org/global-soil-partnership/soil-doctors-programme/en/
https://agroecologie.org/retour-experience
https://www.terrae-agroecologie.be/
https://durham-repository.worktribe.com/output/5188554
https://www.iddri.org/sites/default/files/PDF/Publications/Catalogue%20Iddri/Etude/201809-ST0918EN-tyfa.pdf
https://www.iddri.org/sites/default/files/PDF/Publications/Catalogue%20Iddri/Etude/201809-ST0918EN-tyfa.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/ldr.2879
https://www.umweltbundesamt.de/publikationen/environmentally-harmful-subsidies-in-germany-1
https://www.umweltbundesamt.de/system/files/medien/479/publikationen/factsheet_reduce_soil_compaction_final.pdf
https://organic-farmknowledge.org/themes/theme/351
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3. VGSSM for Europe: discussion and further steps

It is important to include experts covering all aspects during the establishment of the European
voluntary guideline.

The initiative for a Voluntary Guideline for Sustainable Soil Management in Europe was welcomed by
the ESP members including the EU Commission (ENV, AGRI). Various non-governmental stakeholders
were present and expressed their interest to cooperate with the ESP.

A steering group (SG) will be created which refines the available extended ToC (including scope) and
which designs and oversees the writing process.

All ESP partners nominate thematic experts as leading and contributing authors, while a consultant
provides additional input.

All ESP partners will be involved in a final review, finalization and endorsement.

Some ESP members and stakeholders have spontaneously expressed their interest to join the SG.
However, The ESP Secretariat will offer an additional time window for nominations. The deadline for
nominations is now established for the 30 June 2026.

A first online meeting will be scheduled by the ESP Secretariat for mid/end of August.

The following roadmap has been proposed by the ESP chair:

2026: establishment of the steering group, kick-off, writing process, leading and contributing authors
2027: first draft and review

2028: finalization and endorsement, launch event

During the discussion regarding the establishment of the VGSSM for Europe, several points were
raised, that will be taken into consideration by the Steering Group:
- Use existing documents and guidelines
- Link between SSM Knowledge repository and VGSSM Europe
- List worst practices
- Social, economic and environmental aspects,
o Social and economic trade-offs
o Economic conditions for land managers, including market conditions, short- / me-
dium-/ long-term economic benefits
o Costs if SSM is not implemented
- Inclusion of pedoclimatic context, but also soil texture and agricultural practices (soil cover,
livestock management)
- Reasons/practices responsible for the current state of Europe’s soils
- Question of how to include EU global footprint on soils
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4. ESP Plenary: Action Areas

4.1 Opening and Action Area 1: Sustainably manage soils across all land types

The participants were welcomed by the ESP Chair Rainer Baritz (EEA) and the program of the day was
shortly presented. The main activities in Action Area 1 focus on the VGSSM for Europe. An overview
of the results from Day 1 was provided.

4.2  Action Area 2: Strengthen participation in soil protection

A short overview about the current state of Action Area 2 “Soil Governance” was presented by the ESP
Chair. An important element are expert meetings and workshops related to the implementation of the
EU SML. The ESP may play an important role to support the implementation of Article 11 “Support for
soil health and soil resilience”. The ESP is also a key actor in support of the EU Soil Strategy 2030,
namely to act as an information hub and facilitator of inclusion and cooperation. The ESP website plays
an important role to implement this function.

— All ESP partners are invited to actively use the ESP website, by sharing input with the ESP
secretariat; this could include projects, national research results and any implementation
steps related to the action areas, or events.

4.2.1 EU Soil Monitoring Law development and implications

Mirco Barbero (DG ENV) provided a policy update about the EU Soil Monitoring Law (SML). The SML
entered into force on 16 December 2025, and EU member states need to transpose the directive into
national legislation within 3 years. Effective implementation in 2031 could comprise the identification
of priority areas for restorative sustainable soil management, the progressive reduction of the most
impacting aspects of land take and the acceleration of effective management of contaminated sites.

4.2.2 Subregional and National Soil Partnerships
Western Balkan Subregional Soil Partnership (WBSP)

The WBSP was represented by Darko Konjevi¢ (SWG SEE, MK). The WBSP has been created in support
of the Green Agenda for the Western Balkans (GAWB). A report on the state of soil pollution in the
Western Balkans had been finalized in 2024 and a new action plan for “Strengthening Soil Protection
Across the Western Balkans until 2030” has been published by the SWG Working Group Soil.

Alpine Subregional Soil Partnership (AlpSP)

Silvia Stanchi (Univ. of Torino, IT) informed about the Blended Intensive learning Programme in
cooperation with the Pyrenean Soil Partnership, targeting a session on mountain soils. A two-day
event for schools and administrators was held for World Soil Day 2025 in Aosta. The
SOIL:OurlnvisibleAlly project held its latest meeting in October 2025 in Ljubljana. For the
International Day of Glaciers’ preservation on March 21, an event for schools was organized. Finally,
a coaching event for administrators and advisors from the regional offices of Aosta Valley was
organized in cooperation with Soil Group of the Alpine Convention.


https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/
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Eurasian Subregional Soil Partnership (EASP)

Natalia Rodriguez Eugenio (FAO, GSP Secretariat) presented recent activities of the EASP. She revisited
the ongoing RECSOIL pilot project, which continues in Armenia, Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan. The two
latter countries are exploring options for establishing a Land Code and a new soil law; the draft Law on
Soil Protection in Kazakhstan is currently under parliamentary consideration. The Global Soil Doctors
Programme is implemented in several Eurasian countries, with Kyrgyzstan joining last year. Tiirkiye has
created a project on capacity development for soil health monitoring; a national GLOSOLAN workshop
was held in February 2026. The “Turkey climate smart and competitive agricultural growth project”
(2022-2028) aims at carrying out detailed soil surveys followed by the preparation of soil classification
maps.

Pyrenean Subregional Soil Partnership (ASPir)

Rosa Poch (Univ. of Lleida, PT) informed that first outputs from the SOILPYR project (01/2024 -12/2026)
include a regional soil map and an atlas about the vulnerability of mountain soils. Several projects
related to awareness raising are ongoing and seven co-creation workshops were held during autumn
2025. The Action plan for the soils of the Pyrenees is in progress. The Project SOLPYR Il will launch in
October 2026 and continue until April 2029, with the focus on soil health and awareness raising.

National Partnership of Ukraine

Updated results about current problems of Ukrainian soil health were presented by Arkadiy Levin
(NSC ISSAR, UA). Military activity in the country has affected more than 15 million hectares, with
most parts being covered by chernozems. These damages have caused 10-15 million tons loss of
grain production annually. A new type of soil contamination via hostilities is the optical cables from
military drones that pollute Ukrainian soils.

Yuriy Dmytruk (Soil Protection Institute of Ukraine — SPIU) reported on spatial heterogeneity of
military impact and targeted soil remediation. Approximately 20 percent of Ukraine’s territory can
currently not be surveyed due to the war, but soil research is continuing despite the situation. Key
results from 2025 surveys conducted by the SPIU show that affected soils often maintain their
functional agronomic properties, but risks are spatially unevenly distributed with local hot spots.

National Partnerships of Portugal, Slovakia and Slovenia

Important information about our National Soil Partnerships can be accessed through the ESP
website.

4.3  Action Area 3: Research for stakeholders

An overview about the soil research landscape in Europe was briefly presented by Rainer Baritz and is
available on the ESP webpage for Action Area 3. The importance of soil research for policy support

has been massively boosted through the EU Soil Mission. However, research in partnership with
Member States has just ended (EJP Soil), and the question appears about the design and orientation
of soil research after the Soil Missions ends in 2030.


https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/european-soil-partnership/partners/national-soil-partnerships
https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/european-soil-partnership/partners/national-soil-partnerships
https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/action-areas/knowledge-and-literacy-on-soils
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4.3.1 EJP Soil Roadmap

Saskia Keesstra and Saskia Visser (Wageningen Environmental Research, NL) provided insights about
the final deliverable of EJP SOIL consisting of a strategic research agenda until 2035. They also
presented the new PSOILICY project (slide prepared by Marion Bardy, INRAE, FR) and the Soil
Innovation Partnership, which are both deeply rooted in the EJP Soil.

The roadmap contains a 10-year strategic research agenda (2025-2035) for agricultural soil research in
Europe, focussing on the alignment between soil research with the farming sector as a steward of land
and soil resources. The Soil Innovation Partnership aims at building a long-term movement focusing
on the improved implementation of existing knowledge about soils. The full launch is scheduled for
June. The PSOILICY project will start in September; it intends to strengthen the science-policy dialogue
about soils, and will build on the EJP Soil governance including national soil health hubs.

4.3.2 EU Mission Soil

Luis Sanchez-Alvarez (DG AGRI) shared latest updates about the EU Mission Soil. Currently, 63
research projects are established, reaching approximately 100 projects until 2030. Five project
clusters have been set up to facilitate the thematic collaboration. 45 out of 100 planned Living Labs &
Lighthouses are already established, covering different land uses, biogeographical regions and soil
challenges. The EUSO Soil Degradation Dashboard was set up in 2023 to provide an overview about

soil degradation in Europe. More than 25 Mission projects are working on soil health monitoring.
Many initiatives related to soil literacy and citizen engagement are taking place.

The Mission Soil Investment Forum will be held in on 30 June in Brussels and the European Mission
Soil Week is scheduled to take place from 17-18 November in Dublin.

4.4  Action Area 4: “Make-the-difference” - awareness and advocacy

An overview about materials related to soil awareness raising and engagement has been established
on the ESP webpage for Action Area 4 by Julia von Guilleaume (ESP Secretariat).

4.4.1 Soil literacy

Arwyn Jones (JRC) called for a structured approach to bring together soil literacy elements within the
ESP. Several elements of the EU Soil Strategy are linked to Action Area 4. In addition, soil literacy
constitutes one of the four key building blocks of the Soil Mission. Networks that specifically promote
awareness raising and advocacy on soil health include the European Network on Soil Awareness
(ENSA) and European Land and Soil Alliance (ELSA) Networks and further outreach activities by many
European partners organizations. He proposed that reinvigorating ENSA could help accelerate the
soil literacy movement simultaneously to a potential cooperation between the EUSO and the ESP.

4.4.2 NBSOIL project

Grzegorz Siebielic (Institute of Soil Science and Plant Cultivation, PL) shared the outcomes of the
NBSOIL project (01/2022-11/2026), that aims at activating the potential of nature-based solutions to
regenerate soils through soil advisory. Soil advisors assist clients in decision making related to soil
management in agriculture, remediation, forest management and urban spatial development. The
NBSOIL Academy serves as a major platform to work with stakeholders.


https://mission-soil-platform.ec.europa.eu/about/mission-soil
https://esdac.jrc.ec.europa.eu/esdacviewer/euso-dashboard/
https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/action-areas/soil-awareness-and-advocacy/projects-awareness-and-engagement
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4.5 Action Area 5: Assess, map and monitor soil health

The webpage for AAS is to be updated, active ESP members were welcomed to send suggestions to
the ESP Secretariat. During the 2025 ESP Plenary Meeting, Fenny van Egmond (ISRIC, NL) was
proposed as ESP representative to the International Network of Soil Information Institutions (INSII).

In the meantime, Fenny van Egmond has — with support by her focal point — agreed to this mandate.
With this responsibility, she will play a leading role in the implementation of Action Area 5.

4.5.1 Soil monitoring and indicators: global-continental-national-regional-local

Fenny van Egmond (ISRIC, NL) provided insight into the latest INSII activities; its governance has been
revised, the development of the Global Soil Nutrient Map and the Global Soil Erosion Map is ongoing.
The GSP Global Soil Health Indicators (SHI) were endorsed during the GSP Plenary Assembly in June
2025 and are now being discussed for implementation. The SHI largely coincide with the SML
indicators. The voluntary reporting of GSP indicators will use SoilSTAT. She also informed that the
GlosSIS Working Group has now started with several subgroups. Synergies are expected with the
implementation of EU policies such as INSPIRE and the Open Data Directive. In conclusion, indicator
specifications and reporting under the SML is highly synergistic with the implementation of the SML
in the EU. Various technical events which focus on the SML are also open to non-EU members, so
that these synergies can be realized for the whole ESP region.

4.5.2 Soil Harmony project

Fenny van Egmond (ISRIC, NL) introduced the EU Soil Harmony project; it is scheduled to start in June
and aims to develop transfer functions to harmonize the data of the national soil monitoring
conducted within the framework of the SML. This project will thus directly support countries to
use/apply/develop such functions in case their analytical procedures deviate from those
recommended by the SML.

4.5.3 Harmonized soil analytics (EUROSOLAN)

Oguz Can Turgay (EUROSOLAN Chair, TR) informed about the 7" EUROSOLAN meeting, held in
October 2025, and NASOLAN-related contributions. While Belgium, Luxembourg, Hungary,
Kazakhstan, Russia, Tlirkiye and Azerbaijan continue to operate national soil laboratory networks
(NASOLAN), progress to establish new such networks is slow. The EUSoil_Lab project may generate
new incentives for countries to intensify the cooperation among national soil laboratories — and
eventually at European level.

EUROSOLAN strives to enhance dialogue, cooperation and harmonization of soil analysis. In this
context the network could offer governance, guidance and experience for laboratory cooperation,
addressing challenges under the EU SML, but also supporting and involving non-EU countries
including Eurasia.

4.5.4 EUSoil_Lab project in support of the EU Soil Monitoring Law

Nicole Wellbrock (Thiinen-Institute, DE) informed about a new EU project to conduct a first pilot ring
test and to design cooperation among laboratories for future ring tests. Among others, EUROSOLAN
and the Belgian NASOLAN are in the steering committee. The project is coordinated by the Thiinen -
Institute (which also hosts the ESP Secretariat). A first pilot ring test will be performed in 2026 with a
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limited number of available reference samples. Participating soil laboratories are nominated by each
Member State.

4.6  Action Area 6: Foster technical cooperation

Natalia Rodriguez Eugenio (FAO, GSP Secretariat) summarized the involvement of national experts
from the ESP region in global technical networks; ESP members are much involved in all of them.

The RECSOIL partner project in France and Belgium, implemented by South Pole and GaiaGo, is
helping to refine the RECSOIL MRV protocol. The GSP Secretariat will prepare a proposal to the GSP
Plenary Assembly 2026 to establish a formal working group for refining the MRV protocol based on
usage experiences.

FAO supports the ESP member Ukraine, through partnering with BESOLAN and VITO. The GSP
Secretariat currently considers establishing a Global Soil Doctors module for conflict affect areas.

Following the 13" GSP Plenary Assembly, a SOILSTAT Working Group is currently being established.
This group will be responsible to develop the factsheets for the Key Performance Indicators (KPI) and
soil health indicators (SHI).

The 14" GSP Plenary Assembly will take place from 17 to 19 June 2026. During the Plenary Assembly
the revised GSP Terms of Reference (ToRs) will be discussed, including the establishment of a bureau
and an International Policy Panel on soils.

4.7  Conclusion and next meeting

The ESP Chair concluded this meeting with his deep appreciation of the interest and participation of
all speakers, stakeholders, ESP members and the GSP and ESP secretariats. The ESP Secretariat will
continue updating the ESP website, and with a communication to launch the Steering Group for the
VGSSM for Europe.
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Annex . Agenda

EUROPEAN SOIL

13" EUROPEAN SOIL PARTNERSHIP PLENARY MEETING

23 April 2026 10:00 — 16:00 (Sustainable soil management in Europe)
24 April 2026 09:00 — 15:15 (ESP Action Areas)

Online Meeting

Chair: Rainer Baritz, EEA

Secretariat: Nicole Wellbrock and Julia von Guilleaume (Federal Research Institute for Rural

Areas, Forestry and Fisheries)

Draft AGENDA

23 April 2026: 10:00 -13:00, 14:00 - 16:00
“Sustainable soil management in Europe”

Introduction into the day

1. Policy framing: Towards a European voluntary guideline for sustainable soil manage-
ment

Overview presentations:

— Guidelines for sustainable soil management in Europe: design options, expectations, syner-
gies, implementation conditions/requirements

— Connections to the European Soil Monitoring Law Directive

2. Management impact on soil health: what is possible, feasible, efficient and effective?

Practices and implementation conditions (expert pitches)

— Can Soil Organic Carbon (SOC) be sustainably increased?

— Sustainable forest soil management

— Sustainable nutrient, crop and soil management practices for carbon, nitrogen and pollu-
tion

—  Which practices improve soil biodiversity?

10
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Statements:
— Reflections by stakeholders (each participating stakeholder to summarize their engagement
for sustainable soil management)
o European Compost Network (ECN)
o TP Organics
3. Writing and coordination process of the VGSSM for Europe

— Extended Table of Content (eToC)

— Input/writing process

— Review and revision

24 April 2026: 09:00 -13:00, 14:00-15:15
“ESP Action Areas”

Introduction into the day
1. Action area 1: Sustainably manage soils across all land uses
— Conclusions of day 1 including stakeholder input
2. Action area 2: Strengthen participation in soil protection
— Soil policies: EU Soil Monitoring Law developments and implications
— Subregional and National Soil Partnerships: reports/contributions
o Western Balkan Subregional Soil Partnership
o Alpine Subregional Soil Partnership
o Eurasian Subregional Soil Partnership
o Pyrenean Subregional Soil Partnership
o National Partnership of Ukraine
3. Action area 3: Research for stakeholders
— EJP Soil Roadmap
— European soil research landscape
— EU Soil Mission clusters: output for stakeholders
4. Action area 4: “Make-the-difference”: awareness and advocacy
— Summary of activities
— Soil literacy
— NB Soil Academy for farm advisors (NBSOIL)
5. Action area 5: Assess, map and monitor soil health
— Soil monitoring and indicators: global-continental-national-regional-local
— Cooperation: harmonized soil analytics (EUROSOLAN), ESP study in support of the EU Soil Mon-
itoring, EU Harmony project (transfer functions)
6. Action area 6: Foster technical cooperation
— Activity overview, GSP PA

Meeting conclusions

Responsibilities, roadmap, cooperation

11


https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/action-areas/sustainable-soil-management-and-restauration
https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/action-areas/soil-governance
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https://www.europeansoilpartnership.org/action-areas/technical-cooperation

