Dear Members of the European Parliament,

We, scientists and soil experts, reach out to you in view of the upcoming votes on
the Soil Monitoring and Resilience Directive, in the European Parliament’s ENVI
Committee and Plenary. Extensive groundwork and negotiations among EU
institutions and all political groups led to a compromise deal for a much needed
first EU policy framework on soils. The text was widely supported by the ENVI
Committee in June this year, and formally adopted by the Council in September.
We ask the European Parliament to now adopt the Directive, as an obvious last
step to formalise the reached agreement.

We urgently need to protect and restore soils, for many reasons:
Soils host an exceptional complexity of life and functions

Soils are our most complex and diverse habitat, estimated to host at least 59% of
earth’s biodiversity: the majority of fungi, plants and at least half of bacteria live in
soils. A gram of soil can host millions of organisms, or more. Many species spend part
of their life cycle below ground, among which most wild bee species, which nest in
soils. This incredible wealth of biodiversity translates into complex interactions and
essential functions, of which many yet have to be fully unearthed. For example,
plants are interconnected with a diversity of microorganisms, such as bacteria and
fungi, together forming a specific, comprehensive system: the holobiont. These
interactions ensure healthy plant growth, by fighting off pathogens, and improving
nutrient availability and uptake. Healthy soils are vital for a variety of functions, such
as water and air purification, water retention and storage, nutrient cycling, carbon
sequestration, pest control, erosion prevention, plant growth, and the provision of
food and medicines.

Soils are in a dire state

Soils have been deteriorating at an alarming rate. It is estimated that up to 70% of
Europe’s soil is degraded, and that soil degradation is even increasing, with severe
detrimental impacts on biodiversity, water quality and availability, climate mitigation
and adaptation, overall ecosystem resilience, agriculture, food production and
human health. The EU Soil Observatory dashboard indicates that 62% of all soils and
89% of agricultural soils show signs of critical loss of functions.

As highlighted by the One Health approach, the health of soils and other habitats,
animals, plants and humans are closely interconnected. Soil pollution undermines
soil biodiversity, diminishes soils’ and ecosystem’s overall capacity to produce
healthy food, and is linked to an increased risk for a variety of serious illnesses.
Studies are increasingly uncovering the relationships between soil microbiota, and
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the human gut, brain and overall human health. For example, pesticide mixtures,
omnipresent in soils, have detrimental impacts on soil biodiversity, eroding a
substantial part of global biodiversity and harming ecosystem and human health.

The majority of agricultural land suffers from excess nitrogen. Droughts and
drainage are increasingly degrading our soils, including wetlands and peatlands,
which are of essential importance. Yearly, erosion washes away 1 billion tonnes of
soils, which will likely be increased by more frequent extreme weather events. Soil
sealing takes several 100s of km? of EU land per year. Moreover, due to lack of
monitoring and data and shortcomings in risk assessment, the impacts of soil
degradation are very likely to be even more extensive than currently estimated.

To get ahead, we need to protect and restore what lies beneath

Living soils are the foundation of our landscapes, healthy ecosystem functioning,
food security, water quality and availability, human health and overall subsistence.
Most of what we drink, eat, wear, use and live in originates in soils. Healthy soils are
key allies in climate change mitigation and adaptation. We can truly not afford not
to protect and restore our soils. The costs of inaction far outweigh the costs of action.

We urgently need the EU Soil Directive as common ground

A common EU policy framework on soils is urgent and long overdue. Soil
degradation is in many aspects a cross-border issue, and there is a pressing need for
harmonised monitoring and transboundary cooperation on soil research,
management, protection and restoration. A variety of stakeholders, including many
scientists, have highlighted extensive shortcomings in the original proposal and the
current compromise text, given the severe degradation of EU soils, and the urgent
need to restore them. For example, many have underlined the high need for a more
extensive and robust monitoring and assessment framework (e.g. for soil biodiversity
and soil pollution), clear (intermediate) targets and ambitious, binding provisions on
sustainable soil management, in order to actually protect and restore soils. However,
despite these shortcomings, the compromise text reached by EU institutions
remains an absolutely essential, significant and very valuable step to:

e Significantly increase comparable soil monitoring and soil health
assessment data for commmon soil descriptors

e Increase monitoring of pollutants such as pesticides, PFAS and other
emerging contaminants

e Contribute to addressing important knowledge gaps



e Foster coordinated action to reverse soil degradation and restore soils,
through cooperation among member states, supported by the
Commiission in the form of common tools and methodologies, and facilitated
exchange of best practices

e |Improve identification and management of contaminated sites, and
mitigation of land-take

e Foster independent research-driven activities

e Support capacity building, services for land managers including access to
impartial and independent science based advice, information, training
activities and capacity building, as well as operational resources, to improve
soil health and soil resilience

e Promote awareness on the medium and long-term multiple benefits of
practices which improve soil health and soil resilience, and the costs of
practices detrimental to soil health

e Ensure that information on suitable measures and practices to increase
soil health and resilience are provided at local level, based on the soil health
assessment performed

Improved soil data, soil health assessment and overall EU cooperation on soils will
help inform policy and management decisions, and will foster the urgently needed
protection and restoration of our soils, for current and future generations. For all the
reasons above, we ask you to officially formalise the agreed compromise text,
and lay, with the first EU policy framework on soil, the ground for better
understanding, protection and restoration of Europe’s soils.

Thank you very much for your time and consideration,
Sincerely,
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Esther de Groot - Stichting Stimular - Biologist

Anne Jacobs - Stichting Stimular - Consumer of biological / ecological food for 30
years; a farmer's daughter
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Giles Ross - NIOO-KNAW - Soil Ecology
Wim van der Putten - Netherlands Institute of Ecology - Soil ecologist

Maria-Franca Dekkers - Wageningen University and Research | Plant Science Group
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