
 

Knowledge requirements for a sustainable future in EU agriculture: 
Workshop outcomes 



BACKGROUND AND OBJECTIVES 
What knowledge and research will help young farmers transition to a future agriculture that is 
economically, environmentally and socially sustainable by 2050? That was the topic of discussion at the 
Spotlight on Young Farmers Symposium, held at Wageningen University and Research (WUR) on 12 
December 2020. This symposium was the culmination of a collaboration between Farming Systems 
Ecology group of WUR, the Global Network of Lighthouse Farms, and The European Council of Young 
Farmers (CEJA), aimed at co-creating research agendas related to sustainable agriculture, based on the 
needs of young farmers. The symposium brought together 80 active participants, including 40 young 
farmer representatives from CEJA, 9 farmer representatives from the Global Network of Lighthouse 
Farms, 14 academic staff members from various chair groups, 8 volunteer MSc students, and 9 Farming 
Systems Ecology staff and event organisers.  
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CO-CREATING RESEARCH AGENDAS 
In order to co-create research agendas, the audience was divided into break out groups led by the 
academic staff from eight chair groups: Farming Systems Ecology, Plant Ecology and Nature Conservation, 
Soil Biology, Wageningen Economic Research, Rural Sociology, Plant Breeding, Farm Technology, 
Wageningen Livestock Research and Animal Production Systems Each group brought together 8 
participants who were tasked to design their research agenda, following the Inverted Pyramid of 
Research Design, which includes the following steps: 1) topic description (pre-defined), 2) identifying the 
challenge in practice, 3) identifying existing knowledge available to address the challenge, 4) identifying 
the knowledge gaps, 5) deciding on a research objective, and finally, 6) developing research questions.  
 
There are four themes underlining the basis of what young farmers require from research: 
♦ Research conducted in a diversity of contexts, so results can be relevant for an individual farmer.  
♦ Using standardized indicators so results can be easily applied and compared. 
♦ Including the socio-economic implications of a new practice/technology ‘Business model.’ 
♦ Understanding the necessary governance structures needed for these new practices/technologies to 

be adopted.  
  

AGENDA 
9:00-9:10 Welcome, Bas Zwaan (PE&RC, WUR) 

9:10-10:00 Who’s in the audience? 

10:00-10:15 The context of young farmers,  
Doris Letina and Sean Finan (CEJA) 

10:15-10:30 The context of research 
Gerlinde de Deyn (Soil Biology, WUR) 

10:40-11:30 Wageningen’s got talent 
11:30-11:45 Introduce afternoon activity 
11:45-13:00 Lunch in Impulse 
13:00-14:30 Co-creating research agendas 

14:30-15:00 
Concluding remarks 
Alfred Grand 
(EU Mission Board: Soil and Health) 

 

https://www.wur.nl/en/Research-Results/Chair-groups/Plant-Sciences/Farming-Systems-Ecology-Group.htm
https://www.wur.nl/en/Research-Results/Chair-groups/Plant-Sciences/Farming-Systems-Ecology-Group.htm
https://www.wur.nl/en/Research-Results/Chair-groups/Plant-Sciences/Farming-Systems-Ecology-Group/Lighthouse-project.htm
https://ceja.eu/home
https://ceja.eu/home
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SUMMARY The discussions in this group primarily focused on the knowledge gaps regarding policy 
instruments that are scientifically proven to support sustainable agricultural business models and 
ultimately improve on-farm income. This was a recurring question/theme across all groups. 
OBJECTIVE Identify opportunities for future farming entrepreneurs to improve the economic 
sustainability and viability of the sector. 
RELEVANT RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• What are characteristics of viable farm business models that deliver functions across all three 

pillars of sustainability: people-planet-profit?   
• What is the comparative success of national market-related policy measures to minimize market 

risk and improve the bargaining position of farmers in the supply chain? 
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SUMMARY The discussion in this group primarily focused on the knowledge gaps regarding the 
governance of transitioning towards regenerative farming systems. 

OBJECTIVE Identify policy-instruments that will support the adoption of regenerative practices. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• Given market failure, what reward system may work best to incentivize certain practices that are 

economically viable over long term, and provide ecosystem services/are considered 
regenerative?  

• How can National Strategic Plans of the CAP be efficiently utilised to support sustainable 
platforms for effective knowledge and technology exchange between young farmers? 
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SUMMARY The discussion in this group primarily focused on the knowledge gaps regarding the 
governance of plant breeding that could simultaneously encourage innovation, protect smallholder 
farms, secure biodiversity, and provide farmers access to the seed varieties they require; especially in 
order to be resilient to climate change. 

OBJECTIVE Exploring the potential of genetically modified crop varieties in the EU. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• What opportunities do new plant breeding techniques/GMOs provide to support sustainable 

farming systems that mitigate or are adapted to climate change? 
• What types of regulations or community networks should be set up to ensure that the use of 

these technologies is fair and sustainable? 
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SUMMARY The discussion in this group primarily focused on the knowledge gaps regarding the socio-
economic barriers to transition to fully circular livestock systems. In addition to alternative feed 
sources, such as algae, farmers also questioned the role of human waste in a circular farming system.  

OBJECTIVE To support the transition of European livestock farms to a fully circular system.  

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• What are the characteristics of successful business models of fully circular livestock systems? 
• What are the most viable options for circular and alternative feed sources (for replacing 

imported soybean meal)? What are the relative effects on cattle, what are the costs associated, 
what are the overall impacts on labour and environment (Climate change, biodiversity, etc.)? 
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SUMMARY The discussion in this group primarily focused on the process of designing new 
technologies, and how knowledge gaps in farm technology for sustainable systems-based research 
should be overcome by involving a greater diversity of farmers in the designing process.  
OBJECTIVE Understand the requirements needed to design technology suited for a diversity of 
farming systems.   
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• How can farmer-knowledge aid in the design of precision farming algorithms? How can new 

scientific algorithms improve current management strategies in precision farming? 
• What indicators should be used in the design of farm technologies that quantify a balance 

between international application and local specialisation? 
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SUMMARY The discussions in this group focused on addressing the knowledge gaps related to soil 
biology data analysis and communication. Farmers acknowledged that a lot of data is available, but 
struggle to incorporate results into their decision making and apply them to their farming systems.  

OBJECTIVE Identify practices for improving soil biodiversity on farm, whilst minimizing tradeoffs. 

RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• What is the best universal framework to use for soil analysis and communication of results? 

What types of indicators should be used to determine the status of soil biodiversity? How should 
those indicators be measured? What data should be collected? 

• What is the interaction between crop, soil, type, heavy metals (e.g. copper from organic farming 
methods) and soil biology? 
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SUMMARY The discussions in this group focused on the knowledge gaps associated with the on farm 
economic impact and technological requirements to adopt crop-diversification practices. Additionally, 
most of the discussion focused on understanding strip and inter-cropping research results.  
OBJECTIVE Understand the potential of crop diversification in a diversity of contexts and based on a 
variety of indicators.  
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• What are characteristics of viable business models of farms that heavily incorporate strip and 

inter cropping practices, in a variety of local contexts? 
• What crop combinations are suitable (in a diversity of contexts and including economic 

indicators)? 
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SUMMARY The discussions in this group focused on the knowledge gaps associated with farm-
specific cover crops. In other words, farmers acknowledged the potential and referred to personal 
experience, but lacked the knowledge of which crops may best suit their particular system. 
OBJECTIVE To increase the understanding of which cover crops are most suited in a diversity of 
settings and identify best method to support farmers in the decision-making process.  
RESEARCH QUESTIONS 
• Develop context-specific (soil, market, labour, time) cover crop programmes. 
• What are examples of successful public and/or private advisory services that deliver farm-

tailored cover crop advice? What types of farm-tailored advisory services do farmers respond 
best to in relation to cover crops? 



 


