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agriculture – vegetable production

agricultural land

soil compaction, soil contamination, erosion 

carbon sequestration, food production, biodiversity

Across Austria the threat of poor soil health, economic 
instability among farmers, and low public knowledge of 
the threats caused by soil degradation have motivated the 
collaboration of three leaders in the agricultural field. The 
retailer ‘SPAR’, the WWF, and 69 farmers have launched 
a 2015–2021 project aimed at combating these issues by 
promoting soil-conserving agricultural practices, building 
public awareness through media, and selling produced 
vegetables at grocery stores. The underlying goal is to 
enhance soil biodiversity and its ability to capture and store 
atmospheric carbon.

organic matter decline, loss of soil biodiversity, carbon 
sequestration, food production
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Background and description of the problem

Soil is a life supporting resource that is under heavy strain due to the increasing 
threats. The accelerated degradation of soil and its essential functions, which are 
important for human well-being, is triggered by the increasing demand for food, 
continuing urbanisation and high levels of environmental pollution. A quarter of all 
agricultural land worldwide is in poor condition. This also applies to Austria.

It is estimated that every year an average of ten tons of fertile soil per hectare is lost 
through erosion and humus depletion – 20 times the amount that can be recovered 
each year, with enormous consequences for the global community.  Improving soil 
health is therefore essential for a safe and peaceful future.

The main objectives of the “Healthy Soil for Healthy Food” project are to improve 
soil health and carbon sequestration by using agricultural practices that build up 
organic matter in the soil. These practices also reduce biodiversity loss and the risk of 
erosion. Furthermore, the project aims to bring this topic to the forefront. Austrians 
lack awareness of the importance of healthy soil. Therefore, more information is 
needed to spread the knowledge about the benefits of healthy and fertile soil.

Expected improvements / contribution to better soil 
management 

What is an example of an asset for a particular area? How has information on soil 
contributed to nature conservation and conflicts over land use reduction? What is 
the economic aspect of this example? Do you intend to use similar approaches in 
the future?

This project integrated the collaboration between Austrian farmers, SPAR Austria 
and WWF Austria. The farmers used targeted measures to build up topsoil on these 
fields and grow vegetables that are sold in SPAR stores throughout Austria. For sake 
of better recognition, the products are branded with a special “Humus” label and a 
WWF logo. Austrian consumers benefit from this cooperation by healthy food that 
was grown on that soil – conserving agricultural production to Austrian consumers.

During the “Healthy Soil for Healthy Food” project, major steps are being taken to 
improve soil biodiversity, such as the ability of the soil to capture and store CO2, in 
order to improve economic situation of farmers and to raise the awareness on soil 
degradation.

Healthy soil for healthy food, WWF Austria
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Economic aspect: Contracts guarantee that project participants can purchase the 
products cultivated on these fields. Furthermore, SPAR rewards the implementation 
of “humus-friendly” measures according to the percentage of the sold product. (After 
verification of the increase in humus content by an independent certified engineer.)

The project will continue to promote sustainable soil management in the 
future by raising public awareness through various printed and digital media 
channels. SPAR customers and WWF friends are also provided with knowledge 
about the importance of soil functions for our daily lives and advice on how they can 
contribute to soil protection. In addition, participating farmers become role models 
for others in implementing soil protection measures. Besides increasing the number 
of fields and participants to improve soil health and sequester more carbon, the 
project aims to place more emphasis on the important issues of biodiversity 
and flooding in the future. The importance of soils for flood protection, as well as 
for biodiversity hotspots should be made generally known in civil society.

Stakeholders and target groups

The cooperation between 69 farmers, SPAR and the WWF leads to a strong alliance 
throughout the supply chain for sustainable development. Together, stakeholders 
can influence food-related patterns from production to consumption.

The role of WWF Austria in this project is to provide expertise and knowledge on 
soil issues. Moreover, the NGO has a strong position in civil society and uses its 
communication channels to raise awareness on soil degradation issues.

SPAR coordinates the project and monitors the cooperation with independent 
soil experts. By guaranteeing the sale of the vegetables produced and paying a 
bonus to the farmers, the company provides a strong incentive for soil-conserving 
production.

The farmers deliver healthy food from healthy soils by using soil-conserving 
methods such as crop rotation, fertilisation with compost and direct sowing.

Data and methods

SPAR analyses soil samples in cooperation with independent soil experts to monitor 
carbon storage and progress in soil health, thus ensuring the effectiveness of the 
project.

Healthy soil for healthy food, WWF Austria
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Soil samples:

- 1st soil sample is analysed upon entry into the project, 2nd soil sample 2–3 years 

later (the latest after 5 years)

- Soil measurements are carried out by an independent specially certified engineer

- Supported by GPS measurements

- Analysis by the Austrian Agency for Health and Food Safety (AGES)

- Indicators monitored:

• pH-value: CaCl2

• Phosphorus (P): CAL

• Potassium (K): CAL

• Humus content

• Total nitrogen (N)

Results and success of the project

The Project began in 2015 – the International Year of Soils. In the meantime, it has 
been running for 5 years and the contracts are undergoing until 2021. It is important 
to have a long-term project running, as the humus content cannot be affected in the 
short run. Furthermore, precise measures must be taken in order to ensure carbon 
storage in the soil.

The project started in 2015 with 800 hectares and by 2019 the project included 
about 1,050 hectares. The aim is to further increase the land area.

SPAR is covering the costs of the project including the support of WWF Austria and 
payments for the farmers.

The following soil-conserving agricultural practices are recommended to 
participating farmers:

- Fertilisation with compost

- Minimum tillage and direct sowing

- Permanent green cover

- Crop rotation and mixed crops

Healthy soil for healthy food, WWF Austria
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In order to build awareness among Austrians, articles have been regularly 
published in the SPAR customer¬ magazine MAHLZEIT (reach of 800,000 people) 
since the beginning of 2015, presenting the project and emphasising the importance 
of soil protection. The WWF PANDA magazine, with a reach of 100,000 readers, also 
published reports on the subject. Moreover, this NGO gives high priority to soil on 
its website (see www.wwf.at/boden). 

SPAR website: https://www.spar.at/nachhaltigkeit/produkte/obst-und-gemuese/
gesunde-humus-boeden

The vegetables produced are sold in more than 1,600 shops throughout Austria. 
Customers can buy them at the same price as comparable products, i.e. products 
that are produced with less sustainable methods. The products are marked with a 
special humus sticker and the WWF brand to ensure easy recognition.

Transferability and applicability

Transferability of the described best practice to other Alpine areas and beyond. Can 
the best practice approach be easily replicated and applied elsewhere? Important 
“hints” for imitators should be given. What are the main framework conditions and 
requirements that need to be set for the transfer of the best practice (difficult or 
easy to set and imitate)?

The project can easily be transferred to other regions and countries. Our aim is to 
extend and strengthen the dissemination of the project’s practices and to become a 
model for other initiatives. The project has a high social as well as economic viability, 
as it already has the infrastructure necessary for its realisation in place.

The farmers have traditionally been cultivating their fields for decades and have 
been supplying food to SPAR before the humus project started. Therefore, it 
required a small bureaucratic effort to implement the additional contracts. Great 
attention was paid to the exchange of knowledge between all three parties to 
ensure the improvement of soil health and carbon storage. SPAR and the WWF have 
a long-term partnership with close contact that makes the exchange of topics easy. 
Existing communication channels are being used to reach the civil population about 
the issues of soil health. Therefore, the project can easily be implemented in other 
regions and countries if there is a strong motivation for sustainable development 
among both, the farmers and retailers.

Healthy soil for healthy food, WWF Austria
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Environmental and climate change impact

In addition to improving soil health, the capture and storage of atmospheric carbon 
is a key objective of the project.

Soil has an enormous potential to bind atmospheric carbon by building up organic 
matter (humus), but it can only be used if soil-conserving techniques are applied. 
In this way, the project has already resulted in a considerable amount of stored 
carbon. 

Public awareness of soil ability to store carbon appears to vary. Therefore, the 
principles of humus formation could serve as a tool for communication on climate 
change issues. The project ‘Healthy Soil for Healthy Food’ brings the topic of soil 
health back to the forefront and combines climate protection with daily cooperation 
activities.

Photos / illustrations / maps

Figure 35: Areas in Austria

Healthy soil for healthy food, WWF Austria
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Figure 36: Visible product range (2016)

Figure 37: Visible product range (2016)

Healthy soil for healthy food, WWF Austria
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Figure 38: More products available but without packaging

Figure 39: Austrian media

Healthy soil for healthy food, WWF Austria
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