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Are we ambitious enough to protect nature?  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Introduction 
In our previous note (see here), we introduced the topic of nature and biodiversity loss, reflecting on what biodiversity loss 

could mean for the economy, households, and the financial system. In this follow-up note, we focus specifically on the 

European Union (EU). We examine past trends in nature and biodiversity across the continent, review key EU policies 

designed to halt biodiversity loss, with an emphasis on nature-related transition risks, and provide an outlook for the future.  

Past Trends  

As in other regions of the world, the state of biodiversity in Europe has been steadily deteriorating. According to an 

assessment by the European Environment Agency (EEA) (see here), 81% of European habitats, 39% of bird species, 

and 62% of non-bird species that are of community interest are currently in a poor or bad state. 

Long-term trends reveal similar declines. From 1990 to 2023, the index of 168 common bird species in the EU decreased 

by 15%. Similarly, the grassland butterfly index, which monitors the populations of 15 butterfly species – key for ecosystem 

services such as pollination - recorded a significant decline of nearly 30% between 2006 and 2023. 

Marine resources are also under significant pressure. By 2021, only 38% of rivers, lakes, and transitional and coastal waters in 

the EU achieved good or high ecological status. Furthermore, marine ecosystems have continued to show alarming signs of 

degradation and reduced resilience, with a substantial proportion of marine mammals, fish, birds, and habitats failing to 

meet the criteria for ‘good environmental status.’ 

The state of soils is equally concerning. According to the EUSO Soil Health Dashboard, 61% of EU soils are affected by one 

or more soil degradation processes and, therefore, can be considered unhealthy. Soil erosion is the major land degradation 

process which may threaten land productivity, ecosystem services and food security. The mean soil erosion rates in EU are 

currently around 2.5 tonnes per hectare per year. This is much higher than the soil formation rates which is between 1-1.4 

tonnes per hectare per year and implies that a major part of EU agricultural soils is degrading.  

As highlighted in our previous note, the widespread poor condition of species and habitats across ecosystems is primarily 

driven by intense human pressures. Factors such as overexploitation of natural resources, climate change, and pollution are 

contributing to cumulative impacts that result in the degradation and loss of ecosystem structure and function, ultimately 

diminishing overall ecosystem resilience. 

• Biodiversity across terrestrial, freshwater, and marine ecosystems in the 

EU has steadily deteriorated due to factors such as overexploitation, 

pollution and climate change 

• The EU has developed frameworks such as the Biodiversity Strategy for 

2030 and the Nature Restoration Plan… 

• … aiming to protect 30% of land and sea areas, restore degraded 

ecosystems, and enhance resilience to climate change 

• Despite these policies, only 26% of EU land and 12% of its sea are 

currently protected, with progress falling short of the 30% target for 

2030 

• Policies such as the European Deforestation Regulation (EUDR) highlight 

transition risks, requiring compliance, and may increase costs for 

businesses 

• Urgent action is needed to meet targets and ensure ecological and 

economic resilience    
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https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/europe-environment-2025/thematic-briefings/biodiversity-and-ecosystems/state-of-europes-biodiversity
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Nonetheless, the EU has established a comprehensive framework of environmental legislation designed to protect and 

restore biodiversity and habitats across terrestrial, freshwater, and marine ecosystems. This framework will be explored in 

greater detail in the following section.  

What is the EU doing?  
We will not cover all EU measures in detail but will focus on the most significant ones.  

 

The EU Biodiversity Strategy for 2030 is the first comprehensive, ambitious, and long-term plan aimed at protecting nature 

within the EU. It seeks to halt biodiversity loss, restore ecosystems, and build resilience to climate change and other threats. 

As a key pillar of the European Green Deal, the strategy covers a wide range of goals and policies for biodiversity protection 

and restoration across the EU. Its primary objectives include protecting 30% of EU land and sea areas, with 10% under 

strict protection; restoring degraded ecosystems and enhancing biodiversity on agricultural land, forests, and urban areas; 

increasing funding for biodiversity through instruments such as the EU budget and private investments; and addressing 

global biodiversity challenges by positioning the EU as a leader in international biodiversity negotiations. 

 

The Nature Restoration Plan is a critical component of the EU Biodiversity Strategy, with a specific focus on establishing 

legally binding targets to restore degraded ecosystems and habitats. It provides concrete mechanisms to achieve the 

restoration objectives outlined in the broader strategy. Unlike the overarching scope of the Biodiversity Strategy, the Nature 

Restoration Plan has a narrower focus on ecosystem restoration. Key goals include implementing legally binding restoration 

targets for specific ecosystems; restoring wetlands, rivers, forests, grasslands, marine areas, and urban ecosystems; 

enhancing ecosystem resilience to mitigate climate change impacts; and supporting pollinators, such as bees, through 

targeted restoration measures.  

 

While the plan aligns with the 2030 goals, it also sets specific interim and long-term milestones, such as restoring 20% of 

the EU’s degraded ecosystems by 2030, and all ecosystems in need of restoration by 2050. To achieve these targets, 

Member States are required to submit draft National Restoration Plans (NRPs) to the European Commission by September 

2026. Final plans must be reviewed, submitted, and published by September 2027 to ensure compliance with the Nature 

Restoration Regulation (NRR) targets.  

 

Financing for NRPs under the Nature Restoration Law (NRL) will come from both public and private sources, and Member 

States must outline financial needs and means in their plans. They must also address "negative subsidies"—government 

incentives, such as tax breaks for fossil fuels or subsidies for pesticides, which harm the environment and hinder 

restoration targets. 

 

The abolition of these harmful subsidies pose transition risks for businesses as economies shift toward sustainability. 

These risks arise from changes in policies, markets, technology, and societal preferences aimed at addressing 

environmental challenges such as climate change. For example, governments may phase out harmful subsidies to meet 

biodiversity or climate goals, increasing costs for industries such as fossil fuels, intensive agriculture, and pesticides. 

Removing fossil fuel subsidies could also lead to higher energy costs, especially in carbon-heavy sectors. 

63% of protected species are in poor or bad 

conservation status at the EU level 
 81% of protected habitats are also in poor and bad 

conservation status at the EU level  

Conservation status of species (2,825 assessments)  Conservation status of habitats (818 assessments) 

 

 

 

Source: EEA, ABN AMRO Group Economics  Source: EEA, ABN AMRO Group Economics 
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Market dynamics may shift as consumers increasingly favour sustainable products, reducing demand for businesses reliant 

on subsidies that are harmful to nature and biodiversity. Companies that fail to adopt greener practices may lose market 

share to competitors. Additionally, technological risks could emerge as investments in harmful technologies, such as fossil 

fuel infrastructure, become obsolete ("stranded assets"). Businesses may need to invest in cleaner technologies to stay 

competitive, which can strain resources and profitability. 

 

In summary, the Nature Restoration Plan sets clear restoration targets and timelines, while funding and addressing harmful 

subsidies remain central to its implementation. Businesses must adapt to avoid transition risks as sustainability becomes a 

core policy and market priority. 

 

Other measures include the habitats and birds directives, which is the EU’s oldest environmental laws that form the 

backbone of EU biodiversity policy and are the legal basis for Natura 2000 (a network of protected areas across the European 

Union (EU) established to ensure the long-term survival of Europe’s most valuable and threatened species and habitats), the 

water framework directive, the marine strategy framework directive (MSFD) and the invasive alien species regulation. Many 

sectoral policies also have an important impact on biodiversity, such as the Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), the Common 

Fisheries Policy (CFP), the Sustainable Blue Economy and the recent Vision for Agriculture and Food. An explanation of each 

is provided in the appendix. 

 

 

Reports suggest that Europe is unlikely to achieve its biodiversity targets by 2030. The Joint Research Centre (JRC) (see 

here) evaluated 33 biodiversity-related targets set by the EU. Of these, 21 are binding targets derived from the ‘Nature 

Restoration Law’ regulation, with the remaining 12 stemming from the Biodiversity Strategy targets. The graph below on the 

left  shows that the JRC's evaluation indicates that only two targets are currently on track. Nine targets require significant 

acceleration, and seven are either stagnant or moving in the wrong direction. Additionally, for the remaining 15 targets, no 

data is available, making it impossible to quantify the state of progress towards the targets. This underscores the substantial 

data and knowledge gaps regarding ecosystem conditions and the pressures they face. 

  

Box 1. An example of a transition-risk  

The European Deforestation Regulation (EUDR), which has faced multiple delays over the past year aims to ensure that 

products consumed in the EU do not contribute to deforestation or forest degradation, both within Europe and globally. 

It also seeks to reduce carbon emissions linked to EU consumption and production of these commodities by at least 32 

million metric tonnes annually. 

The EUDR highlights nature-related transition risks, as it requires producers, operators, and traders to enhance their due 

diligence procedures. This includes incorporating geolocational data for traced products and commodity volumes, 

which could temporarily raise operational costs. Non-compliance penalties range from financial fines (up to 4% of EU-

related turnover) to suspensions of public financial assistance, stranded assets, and reputational damage. Additionally, 

these penalties could escalate into indirect costs, creating further uncertainty for exposed issuers. 

From a market perspective, companies failing to comply with deforestation-free standards risk losing market share and 

revenue due to reputational harm. Meanwhile, compliant firms that innovate and streamline their practices may gain a 

competitive edge, filling the gaps left by non-compliant competitors. 

 

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/1992/43/2013-07-01
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2009/147/2019-06-26
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2000/60/2014-11-20
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/dir/2008/56/2017-06-07
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?qid=1483614313362&uri=CELEX:32014R1143
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/common-agricultural-policy/cap-overview/cap-glance_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/policy/common-fisheries-policy-cfp_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/policy/common-fisheries-policy-cfp_en
https://oceans-and-fisheries.ec.europa.eu/ocean/blue-economy/sustainable-blue-economy_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/overview-vision-agriculture-food/vision-agriculture-and-food_en
https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC141578
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Furthermore, efforts to protect and restore nature take time to yield results, and persistent pressures such as over-

exploitation, intensive land and sea use, and pollution continue to hinder progress. By the end of 2023, data from the 

European Environment Agency (see here) shows that protected areas covered 26.4% of the European Union’s land. Of this, 

18.6% is designated as Natura 2000 sites, while 7.8% falls under other complementary national protections. However, with 

the current pace of progress—an increase of just 1.8 percentage points since 2011—the EU is unlikely to meet its goal of 

protecting 30% of land by 2030. 

The graph above on the right highlights two potential scenarios for the share of protected areas in the EU. The green line 

represents a continuation of the current trend, projecting that by 2030 the total share of protected areas will reach only 

27.2%—falling short of the 30% target. On the other hand, the yellow line illustrates the pace of progress required to meet 

the 30% goal. To achieve this target, the EU would need to more than double its current rate of expansion, protecting an 

additional 3.6% of land by 2030—an area larger than Greece. 

The consequences of failing to meet these targets are significant. According to the European Commission’s 2025 

Environmental Implementation Review, the financial cost of failing to fully implement EU environmental laws—due to air 

and water pollution, nature degradation, and inefficient waste management—is estimated at €180 billion annually, roughly 

1% of the EU’s GDP. Accelerating the implementation of environmental policies could help mitigate these costs while 

contributing to the restoration of the environment. 

Conclusion  

The state of biodiversity in Europe remains deeply concerning, with significant declines observed across terrestrial, 

freshwater, and marine ecosystems. Despite the EU’s ambitious policy framework, including the Biodiversity Strategy for 

2030 and the Nature Restoration Plan, progress toward key targets has been slow and uneven. Persistent human pressures, 

such as over-exploitation, pollution, and intensive land and sea use, continue to undermine efforts to halt biodiversity loss 

and restore ecosystems. 

With only 26% of the EU’s land and 12% of its sea currently under protection, achieving the 30% target by 2030 will require 

a marked acceleration in implementation and enforcement. As illustrated in the scenarios, the current rate of designation is 

insufficient, and substantial effort is needed to close the gap. This includes not only increasing the share of protected areas 

but also ensuring that these areas are effectively managed and deliver tangible ecological benefits. 

Looking ahead, meeting the EU's biodiversity goals will demand stronger commitments from Member States, improved 

integration of biodiversity considerations into sectoral policies (such as agriculture, fisheries, and urban planning), and 

enhanced investment in nature-based solutions. While the road ahead is challenging, achieving these targets is crucial—not 

only for the health of ecosystems but also for the resilience of the economy, households, and the financial system that 

depend on them. The next few years will be critical to aligning policy ambition with action and ensuring that Europe leads 

the way in reversing biodiversity loss and restoring nature. 

In a follow-up note, we will address biodiversity and nature in various European countries, including the Netherlands.  

  

Trends should be reversed in 20% and accelerate in 

27% of preserving and protecting biodiversity targets 
 If the designation of protected areas continues at the 

rate seen in the past decade, the target won’t be met 

  Share of protected areas in the EU, as % of total (y-axis) 

 

 

 

Source: Joint Research Centre, ABN AMRO Group Economics  Source: EEA , ABN AMRO Group Economics 
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Appendix  

 
1. Habitats and Birds  irectives: Protect and restore natural habitats and wild species across the EU to ensure their 

long-term conservation. 

2. Water Framework  irective: Ensures the sustainable management and protection of all EU water bodies, including 

rivers, lakes, and groundwater. 

3. Marine Strategy Framework  irective (MSF ): Aims to achieve good environmental status for EU marine waters 

by addressing pollution and protecting marine biodiversity. 

4. Invasive Alien Species Regulation: Prevents and manages the introduction and spread of invasive non-native 

species that threaten ecosystems and biodiversity. 

5.  ommon Agricultural Policy ( AP): Influences agricultural practices to balance food production with 

environmental protection and biodiversity conservation. 

6.  ommon Fisheries Policy ( FP): Regulates fishing activities to prevent overfishing and protect marine ecosystems. 

7. Sustainable Blue Economy: Promotes the sustainable use of ocean resources while minimizing environmental 

harm. 

8. Vision for Agriculture and Food: Advocates for a resilient, sustainable, and biodiversity-friendly agricultural and 

food system. 
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 IS LAIMER  

ABN AMRO Bank  

Gustav Mahlerlaan 10 (visiting address)  

P.O. Box 283  

1000 EA Amsterdam  

The Netherlands 

This document has been compiled by ABN AMRO. Its sole purpose is to provide financial and general information about the economy and sustainability. ABN 

AMRO reserves all rights in relation to the information in the documents the document is provided to you for your information only. You may not copy, 

distribute or transmit this document (in whole or in part) to any third party or use it for any other purpose than that referred to above.  

This document is informative and does not constitute an offer of securities to the public, or a solicitation of an offer. You should not for any reason rely on the 

information, opinions, estimates and assumptions contained in this document or that it is complete, accurate or correct. No warranty, express or implied, is 

given by or on behalf of ABN AMRO, its directors, officers, representatives, affiliates, group companies or employees as to the accuracy or completeness of 

the information contained in this document, and no liability is accepted for any loss arising directly or indirectly from the use of this information. The views 

and opinions contained herein may be subject to change at any time and ABN AMRO is under no obligation to revise the information contained in this 

document after the date hereof.  

Before investing in any ABN AMRO product, you should inform yourself about the various financial and other risks, as well as possible restrictions on you and 

your investments due to applicable laws and regulations. If, after reading this document, you are considering making an investment in a product, ABN AMRO 

recommends that you discuss such an investment with your relationship manager or personal adviser to further consider whether the relevant product - 

taking into account all possible risks - is appropriate for your investments. The value of investments may fluctuate. Past performance is no guarantee for the 

future. ABN AMRO reserves the right to make changes to this material. 
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