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Disclaimer

This non-paper has been prepared by Unit F2 (Research and Innovation) of the Directorate-
General for Agriculture and Rural Development (DG AGRI) in the framework of the EU Mission
“A Soil Deal for Europe”. Unit D1 (Rural areas and networks) of DG AGRI and the Horizon
Europe Strategic Programme Committee Working Group on Mission Soil were consulted in
the preparation of the document. It is made available for information and discussion purposes
only and does not represent an official position of the European Commission. The views
expressed are those of the authors and cannot be regarded as stating an official position of
the Commission.
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1. PURPOSE OF THE NON-PAPER

The purpose of this document is to launch an informal discussion on synergies between
Horizon Europe projects using living labs and lighthouses applied to agriculture and the
Common Agricultural Policy EIP-AGRI Operational Group projects, other CAP projects, and
similar initiatives, using the example of the Mission Soil. Projects and other initiatives
potentially interested in this document are invited to propose and test ideas on possible
synergies, as well as to explore options elaborated herewith.

This non-paper could contribute to the discussions on the future Common Agricultural Policy,
Horizon Europe, and the European Competitiveness Fund. National and regional partnership
plans could make use of results from living labs in operational groups, ensuring that their
bottom-up nature and responsiveness to farmers’ needs are preserved.

This document can also serve as inspiration for the upcoming EU Strategic Approach to
research and innovation for competitive, resilient and sustainable agriculture, forestry and
rural areas, announced in the 2025 Vision for Agriculture and Food. In particular, this non-
paper proposes actions that could contribute to accelerating the uptake and adoption of
knowledge and innovation.

2. LIVING LABS (LLS) CONCEPT, DEFINITION, AND USE IN DIFFERENT RESEARCH
PROGRAMMES

There are numerous definitions and concepts of Living Labs (LLs) nowadays. The existing
literature views LLs simultaneously as landscapes, real-life’ environments, and
methodologies, and it suggests that they include diverse relevant actors and apply various
business models, methods, tools, and approaches to develop transformative place-based
innovations.? To efficiently capture this diversity, LLs are categorised using five key indicators:

i aim;

ii. types of participants;

iii. types of activities;

iv.  particularities of the context in which they operate; and

v.  which actors are at the centre of the innovation process.

This helps identify what LLs have in common, and what distinguishes them from other
innovation schemes®. A common denominator among LLs is collective co-creation by
multiple stakeholders from diverse disciplinary backgrounds in real-life conditions, with a

"E.g. According to the Mission Soil implementation plan, these are real farms, forests, or urban/industrial sites.
See the Glossary at the end of the document.

2 A systematic review of living lab literature - ScienceDirect

3 Mission Soil Board’s view on Soil Health Living Labs under Horizon Europe.pdf



https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0959652618339830
https://mission-soil-platform.ec.europa.eu/sites/default/files/2023-10/Mission%20Soil%20Board%E2%80%99s%20view%20on%20Soil%20Health%20Living%20Labs%20under%20Horizon%20Europe.pdf
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common aim to address complex challenges and/or seize opportunities faced by stakeholders
and end-users in diverse contexts where they operate, thereby accelerating the adoption of
innovative practices.

In recent years, the concept of LLs has increasingly been integrated into numerous projects
funded under Horizon Europe and other research programmes, even in cases where there is
no formal requirement to do so.

The five EU Missions* launched by the European Commission in 20215 explicitly mention the
use of LLs as a key approach to drive innovation and foster collaboration, demonstrating their
importance in addressing complex societal challenges. In particular, the EU Mission “A Soil
Deal for Europe” (Mission Soil, hereafter) pioneers, showcases, and accelerates the
transition to healthy soils through ambitious actions carried out in 100 LLs and Lighthouses
(LHs) operating at regional or sub-regional level within different land use types.®” The Mission
Soil defines LLs as “user-centred, place-based and transdisciplinary research and innovation
ecosystems, which involve land managers, scientists and other relevant partners in systemic
research and co-design, testing, monitoring and evaluation of solutions, in real-life settings, to
improve their effectiveness for soil health and accelerate adoption”. LHs, on the other hand,
are “places for demonstration of solutions, training and communication that are exemplary in
their performance in terms of soil health improvement’. The aim is to set up a European
network of LLs & LHs by 2030 to accelerate the uptake of solutions and adoption of
innovations in a diversity of geographical and socio-economic contexts. This network will not
only include LLs & LHs funded under dedicated topics of the Mission Soil, but also other soil
health LLs & LHs created under other projects or programmes aligned with the Mission Soill
criteria as well as emerging and growing soil health initiatives (including existing on the ground
experiments) showing potential to develop into mature LL & LH.

Indeed, LLs are used in several projects under Cluster 6 or other clusters of Horizon
Europe, as well as, specifically, within co-funded R&I partnerships such as on Agroecology
and Food Systems. However, LLs are potentially relevant for all Cluster 6 projects. The
European Partnership on accelerating farming systems transition through agroecology living
labs and research infrastructures (Agroecology Partnership)® is building a network of
agroecology living labs (AELL) and research infrastructures (RI) that connect these
participatory place-based innovations for enhancing knowledge sharing and supporting multi-
stakeholder co-creation of agroecology innovations across Europe. Similarly, in the European
partnership for a sustainable future of food systems (Food Systems Partnership),® LLs are

4 The five Mission are: A Soil Deal for Europe, Climate-Neutral and Smart Cities, Adaptation to Climate Change,
Cancer, and Restore our Ocean and Waters.

5 EU Missions in Horizon Europe - European Commission

6 See soil_mission_implementation_plan_final for publication.pdf.

7 Living labs of Mission Soil | Mission Soil Platform

8 Agroecology Partnership

9 FutureFoodS



https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/funding/funding-opportunities/funding-programmes-and-open-calls/horizon-europe/eu-missions-horizon-europe_en
https://research-and-innovation.ec.europa.eu/system/files/2021-09/soil_mission_implementation_plan_final_for_publication.pdf
https://mission-soil-platform.ec.europa.eu/living-labs/
https://www.agroecologypartnership.eu/
https://www.futurefoodspartnership.eu/

focused on fostering innovation in sustainable and circular food production processes that can
be both practically applicable and widely supported. The co-funded partnership Water4All'®
also leverages LLs (WOLLs) to engage diverse stakeholders to test innovative technologies
and management practices for sustainable water use, promoting the demonstration of and
market access for innovative solutions across the entire water research and innovation
pipeline.

3. RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN LLS AND OTHER INSTRUMENTS USING THE MULTI-
ACTOR APPROACH (MAA)

The MAA" refers to a participatory approach, aimed at promoting co-creation and active
participation by all relevant actors with complementary backgrounds and expertise during the
lifespan of a research and innovation project, and resulting in the co-creation and sharing of
knowledge, best practices, and innovative solutions which respond to the needs identified
through practice. The MAA in the Horizon Europe work programme is considered a form of
responsible R&l, aiming to make the R&l process and its outcomes more demand-driven,
reliable, and relevant to society. The most recent definition and requirements of the MAA are
included in the introduction of the Horizon Europe Cluster 6 Work Programme 2026—2027
(pages 17-19).12

LLs implement the MAA, as they involve, genuinely and sufficiently, a targeted diversity of
actors with complementary knowledge and skills, for the co-creation of innovative solutions.
The MAA approach allows for better inclusion of practitioner needs while significantly speeding
up the acceptance and adoption of innovative ideas, approaches, and solutions on the ground.
LLs enhance the MAA by introducing a place-based dimension, emphasising the link to
the territory and community in which they are developed. They foster long-term, site-specific,
and transdisciplinary collaboration among stakeholders to co-create, test, and implement
innovative solutions in real-life settings. This approach also prioritises social and behavioural
aspects alongside technical ones, aiming to create impact at the landscape level."

Likewise, the European Innovation Partnership for agricultural productivity and sustainability
Operational Groups (EIP-AGRI OGs) are bottom-up innovation projects built around a
practical problem at the local/regional/national level and formed by different actors with
complementary knowledge (e.g. practical, scientific, technical, organisational expertise, etc.)
who co-create practical solutions for agriculture, forestry, and rural communities. OGs are
bottom-up projects that bring innovation into the agroecosystem.™ OG projects should be

10 Water Security for the Planet

11 Multi-actor projects — research and practice co-creating solutions | EU CAP Network

12 wp-9-food-bioeconomy-natural-resources-agriculture-and-environment _horizon-2023-2024 en.pdf
13 Partnership on agroecology - European Commission

4 New study on EIP Operational Groups: cooperation is key for innovation | EU CAP Network



https://www.water4all-partnership.eu/
https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/multi-actor-projects-research-and-practice-co-creating-solutions_en#:~:text=Projects%20with%20a%20multi-actor%20approach%20%28MAA%29%20focus%20on,foresters%20or%20rural%20communities%20%28%27end%20users%27%29%20are%20facing.
https://ec.europa.eu/info/funding-tenders/opportunities/docs/2021-2027/horizon/wp-call/2023-2024/wp-9-food-bioeconomy-natural-resources-agriculture-and-environment_horizon-2023-2024_en.pdf#page=21
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/overview-vision-agriculture-food/research-innovation/agroecology_en
https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/news/new-research-eip-operational-groups-cooperation-key-innovation_en

driven by farmers or other practitioners’ needs as envisioned in the bottom-up mode. Their
significance lies in:

i.  encouraging interactive innovation (the MAA)'S;
ii. addressing key agricultural challenges from a bottom-up approach;
iii.  enhancing knowledge exchange between researchers, farmers and other actors; and
iv.  ensuring that innovation is both developed together with end-users and reaches them
effectively.

OGs were formerly funded through Rural Development Programmes (national or regional) and
are currently through national Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) Strategic Plans, which were
developed by each Member State'® and approved by the Commission. 25 Member States
include support for EIP-AGRI Operational Groups in their CAP Strategic Plans under the
‘Cooperation’ type of intervention (Art. 77, R. 2021/2115). More than 4000 EIP-AGRI OG
projects have been established in the period 2014-2022 and around 6000 preparatory and
implementation projects are planned by Member States between 2023 and 2027.

There are several commonalities between LLs and the EIP-AGRI OGs. Primarily, they are
both innovation projects implementing the MAA (interactive innovation under CAP), which help
build on the collaboration between research and practice in view of co-creation and diffusion
of solutions and opportunities ready to be implemented. One of the main differences
between the EIP-AGRI OGs and LLs is that LLs are developed and widely implemented
in transnational R&l projects, often under Horizon Europe with project funds significantly
higher than the ones for OGs (e.g. under two flagship initiatives on key R&l areas —
agroecology and soil health), while OGs are primarily implemented at national, regional, or
local level. Although they can also operate at the transnational level, they are not widely
implemented beyond borders. Another important distinction is that OGs are not designed as
LLs, although many operate in practice as real-life experimentation and co-creation spaces,
generating innovative solutions under real farming conditions. In this sense, OGs can be
considered as innovation projects implementing a multi-actor approach, complementary to
LLs.

4. LESSONS LEARNED SO FAR: CURRENT CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES

The increasing use of the LLs methodology appears to bring multiple benefits. It fosters
collaborative and interactive innovation with the involvement of multiple actors in real-life
conditions. Moreover, it enhances knowledge exchange, promotes more sustainable and
context-specific innovative solutions'” generated in close collaboration between science and

15 hitps://premiere-multiactor.eu/
16 Operational Groups | EU CAP Network
17 A Systematic Review of Living Labs in the Context of Sustainable Development with a Focus on Bioeconomy
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practice, and accelerates the uptake of these solutions and adoption of innovations by
practitioners on the ground.

Despite the benefits of using LLs in R&l, their growing use also brings several challenges.
One maijor challenge is the semantic stretch' and varied interpretations of the LLs concept
and selection criteria, which can lead to inconsistent implementation of LLs within and across
projects. This is problematic as it hinders collaboration among partners, and the comparability
of results, which in turn complicates the overall evaluation and monitoring process. For the
Mission Soil, LL projects have a common evaluation framework, defined and implemented by
the LL support structure SOILL."™

Additional challenges identified by stakeholders involved in a LL setting are:?°

i. the distinct perspectives, interests, and timelines of the actors involved;

ii. the need to build trust;

iii.  the need for a strong shared leadership;

iv.  the adaptability of practical, site-specific and sustainable solutions, innovations, and
pathways towards concerted actions for sustainable natural resource management
from one location to another;

v. the comprehensive evaluation of the effectiveness of these solutions, innovations, and
pathways;

vi.  the relevance of a shared framework for the LL monitoring and evaluation process, to
enhance scalability and comparability of results;

vii.  the uptake, adoption, upscaling, and dissemination of results;

viii.  the engagement of “small”?' actors, such as farmers;

ix.  the sustainability of LLs beyond the project funding period;

x.  the anchorage of LLs in the relevant policies at EU, national, or local levels; and

xi.  LLs governance models and monitoring and evaluation frameworks. Both elements
are essential for ensuring the sustainability of LLs beyond the project duration and for
supporting the upscaling of their outcomes.

According to the Study on outcomes achieved by EIP-AGRI Operational Group projects
under the CAP,?’ the main benefits of EIP-OGs are:

i. Co-creation of practical solutions: EIP-AGRI OG projects bring together multi-actor
partnerships, with complementary expertise, which link science and agriculture
practice and interact to produce innovative solutions and new forms of collaboration

18 https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/pii/S0743016723002206

19 https://s0ill2030.eu/

20 Derived from NATIOONS project activities.

21 “Small” refers not only to size, but mainly to equity and representativeness—ensuring balance between strong
and weak actors or networks (e.g., across food supply chains) so that less-resourced actors are fully represented.
2https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/publications/study-outcomes-achieved-eip-agri-operational-group-projects-

under-cap_en
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https://eu-cap-network.ec.europa.eu/publications/study-outcomes-achieved-eip-agri-operational-group-projects-under-cap_en

between different actors including farmers, foresters, advisors, researchers, innovation
brokers, businesses, NGOs, etc.

i. Interactive innovation: all partners collaborate equally from the start, ensuring that
solutions are relevant and applicable to practice.

iii.  Bottom-up approach: the central role of farmers/foresters and advisors through a
bottom-up approach to the co-creation of innovative solutions was confirmed.

According to the same study, OGs face challenges such as communication and
dissemination of results and the wider uptake of innovative solutions beyond the project itself.

In addition, the Working Group on the Mission “A Soil Deal for Europe” of the Strategic
Configuration Programme Committee (SPC WG on Mission Soil) identified some further
benefits.

i. Farmers can develop innovations and test new methods or cultivation concepts at a
local level before they are implemented on a large scale.

i. Validation in real-world conditions, practical, and transferable results, strengthening
regional value chains, capacity building, and strengthening local innovation
ecosystems, flexibility, and adaptability of the bottom-up nature of OGs.

iii. ~ Promotion of regional value chains: local farms can benefit from new findings and
make production more efficient.

And challenges:

i. limited replicability of solutions addressing very specific local or regional challenges;
ii. post-funding sustainability of OGs, limiting their long-term impact and reducing the
chances of continuity or upscaling.

Exploring synergies between LLs and the Operational Groups (OGs)? funded under the
CAP is very relevant to addressing the above-mentioned challenges. The connection between
these two instruments can help tackle specific issues such as evaluating the effectiveness of
the proposed solutions, their uptake and scaling up, their dissemination, the positioning of LL
within relevant policy frameworks at EU, national, and local levels or the long-term
sustainability of the initiatives beyond the funding period. The following section outlines how
such collaborations could contribute to improving the effectiveness and coherence of these
initiatives.

23 About the European CAP Network | EU CAP Network (europa.eu)
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5. THE WAY FORWARD

Different stakeholders in several Member States, including members of the SCAR AKIS?
working groups, and the SPC WG on Mission Soil?® have raised the question of how to
improve the LL approach by building stronger voluntary synergies between Horizon
Europe projects (Mission Soil, Cluster 6), the EIP-AGRI OGs and other AKIS actions under
the future Common Agricultural Policy (CAP).

The following potential avenues for cooperation and mutual reinforcement between
these two innovation instruments have been identified:

a) Improving the uptake of the LL results on the ground by newly formed OGs

When newly formed OGs identify a practical problem aligned with research needs addressed
by a LL, they can build on the LL’s outcomes by scaling their solutions up to higher levels of
technological readiness or further developing them for adoption in different contexts. This
approach supports the further adaptation and scaling up of innovations initially co-created and
tested in LLs. Also, LLs offer valuable methodologies, tools, and insights that OG partners can
adopt and integrate into their own innovation processes.

Looking ahead, one possible approach to enhance complementarity between the two
instruments could be to encourage, where relevant and appropriate, the consideration to use
LL results when forming new EIP-AGRI OGs. Information could be accessible to OGs to
identify those results relevant to their agricultural, climatic, and socio-economic context. By
doing so, OGs could help to accelerate the development, refinement, scaling up, and adoption
of effective practices or solutions, capitalising on the existing knowledge and on the available
network of actors.

Channels for communication could be developed or improved specifically for LLs to share and
make their findings, best practices, and solutions accessible to forming OGs. The full list of
the Mission Soil LLs is available on SOILL,?® the LL support structure website. In the future,
the Mission Soil Platform Knowledge Hub will also facilitate the flow of data and knowledge
on different aspects of soil health.

A long-term repository of all LL and OG projects’ results would be useful (following the EU Soil
Observatory model), which could also help prevent duplication of research topics and
activities. Furthermore, it would be useful also to integrate all digital multimedia content. One
option would be to make this information available on the Mission Soil Platform website.?’

24 SCAR AKIS Strategic Working Group | EIP-AGRI

25 Members of the Working Group on the Mission “A Soil Deal for Europe” of the Strategic Configuration Programme
Committee

26 https://soill2030.eu/atlas-mission-soil-living-lab-lighthouse

27 What is the Mission Soil? | Mission Soil Platform

10
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In addition, communication at the national level could be strengthened. Member States could
actively integrate and promote LL-OG results within their own Agricultural Knowledge and
Innovation Systems (AKIS), as these systems are key channels for reaching farmers, advisors,
and other practitioners and stakeholders. This is important because results generated in Living
Labs or Operational Groups are often context-specific and need to be translated, adapted,
and validated before being replicated in other contexts.

Therefore, any transfer between Living Labs and Operational Groups should, where possible,
involve advisory services, technical support bodies, and/or innovation support services. This
would help assess the relevance of practices, adapt them to local conditions, identify barriers
to uptake, and ensure feedback from farmers. Their involvement would increase the chances
that LL-OG cooperation leads to concrete implementation on the ground.

Joint events between LLs and OGs could be organised at national level, including field days,
demonstration visits, and workshops to accelerate uptake of knowledge and adoption of
innovation by farmers and advisors. EIP-AGRI identifies synergies and opportunities for
collaboration between CAP-funded and Horizon-funded projects to develop innovative
solutions that can easily be taken up in the field of EU agriculture, forestry, and rural
development.

Finally, accelerating the uptake and adoption of (new) knowledge and innovation will be
explored in the upcoming new EU strategic approach to research and innovation for
competitive, resilient and sustainable agriculture, forestry and rural areas, announced in the
2025 Vision for Agriculture and Food.?®

Member States can encourage EIP-AGRI OGs to use LL results emphasising the benefits of
such synergies.

o Member States can contribute to providing guidance to applicants for OGs to identify
relevant LLs for their challenges and/or agricultural, climatic, and socio-economic
conditions.

¢ Member States could develop specific communication channels between LLs and OGs
applicants. It would be crucial to streamline the information and make it more
accessible.

e The Commission (Mission Soil Secretariat) could explore how to facilitate the
integration of LL and OG results and improved accessibility for stakeholders, notably
through the Mission Soil Platform website.

28 https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/overview-vision-agriculture-food/vision-agriculture-and-food _en

11
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b) Encouraging LLs to consider OGs' challenges and involve OG partners

LLs can seize opportunities by addressing challenges and innovations identified by ongoing
or finished OGs, advancing promising ideas and innovative solutions to higher Technological
Readiness Levels (TRL), or testing their applicability in other countries or regions. At the same
time, OGs generate innovative practices, solutions, and/or technological approaches that can
inspire or directly feed into LLs. In this way, LLs can further refine these innovations and
validate the effectiveness of the proposed innovations. Moreover, by collaborating closely with
OGs (who are often driven by farmers), LLs working on agriculture can improve the inclusion
of these stakeholders in their own participatory approach, addressing the challenge of limited
engagement of small actors such as farmers within the LLs. Under this approach, OGs could
participate in LL projects (eventually using the FSTP instrument), and OG sites could
become LHs.

It is well known that several LLs currently operating include OGs in their co-creation processes
and activities. Some examples can be found within the Mission Soil project GOV4ALL.? The
‘Altiplano LL’ is led by an association that was previously involved in an OG (‘Operational
Group of 4 Returns: restoration of degraded soils) which ran from 2018 to 2020. This OG is
directly linked to the activities performed in the LL, serving as ‘test bed’ for experimenting with
and adapting practices to the local environment. Additionally, the ‘La Junquera’ LH, located in
the Altiplano LL territory, was a partner in at least one OG.* The ‘Aegean LL’ has partners
directly related to 18 OGs, showcasing a strong integration between LL and OGs. This LL
plans to establish a LH named ‘Falcon’ which will not only demonstrate the results of the
GOVA4ALL project but will also showcase best practices and solutions introduced by OGs with
similar focus in the region. These include the OGs of “ELAIONAS”, “OLIVEUP”, and “Island
olive cultivation protocol” which directly relates to GOV4ALL due to the focus on olive
cultivation practices and soil health. The governance scheme for cooperation with the OGs
and demonstration of results by the LL is part of the research work and the objectives of
GOVA4ALL.

Upcoming Horizon Europe (HE) topics of the Mission Soil dedicated to setting up soil health
LLs continue to encourage cooperation between LLs and relevant networks active at local
level, such as OGs. This encouragement could be reinforced in future HE topics, for instance
by providing the option of using Financial Support to Third Parties (FSTP). This cascading
funding could be used by projects to engage OGs within their LL activities. OG partners can
greatly contribute to the co-creation process in LLs, strengthening the innovation capacity and
fostering a broader network of stakeholders. The process of using FSTP is simplified under
the Mission Soil. Likewise, LLs can support the facilitation of OGs, co-design of research,
experimentation and dissemination, and activation of stakeholder participation; strengthening
their role as spaces for experimentation, dialogue, and shared learning. However, a control

29 Home - GOV4ALL
30 https://goagrodiverso.es/grupo-operativo/
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system could be established for actors performing synergetic activities under both instruments
not to receive double funding for the same activity. A practical monitoring mechanism or
coordination platform at EU/national level would be beneficial, to ensure transparency and
complementarity.

In the case of the Agroecology Partnership, the eligibility criteria of the second co-funded call
require proposals to be complementary to, among others, European Innovation Partnership
Operational Groups (EIP-AGRI Operational Groups).

In parallel, it is important to leverage existing tools and resources that have proven their
effectiveness and are already familiar to stakeholders. Actors from both LLs and OGs should
profit from the support offered by dedicated projects such as PREMIERE and its Focus Group
‘OGs go Horizon’,*'" which can identify practical ways for mutual engagement. Additionally,
OGs can seek support from national or regional advisors (e.g. through National Contact Points
(NCP),%2 EU and national CAP Network, AKIS coordination bodies) to connect with Horizon
Europe players and tackle the application process they may not be familiar with.

The PREPSOIL project’s® Business Model Canvas®* for Soil LLs and LHs has been designed
to support LLs and LHs in securing investments and long-term stability. The Business Model
Canvas could constitute a relevant analytical framework for the LL—OG collaboration.

o European Commission (e.g. Mission Soil Secretariat) to encourage LLs to use,
explore, and consider solutions or needs identified by EIP-AGRI OGs.

e European Commission (e.g. Mission Soil Secretariat) to encourage applicant/ongoing
soil health LLs to engage with OGs; LLs could, for example, provide additional small
funding (such as cascading grants) to support collaboration activities.

¢) Supporting Member States to network for innovation between HE and CAP
projects

Member States could further promote or organise events such as workshops, field visits,
training sessions, or other actions that can foster connections and create opportunities for
mutual learning and the exchange of best practices between HE projects working on LLs and
EIP-AGRI OGs. Member States could play a proactive role in mapping potential
complementarities, supporting matchmaking activities, and integrating these synergies into
national AKIS strategies.

31 How to involve EIP-AGRI Operational Groups in multi-actor projects? | PREMIERE MULTIACTOR

32 E.g. In Austria, NCPs work closely with the national CAP Network and CAP authorities, with regular exchanges
and coordination of work programmes to maximise synergies. The NCPs informed Cluster 6 and Mission Soil
projects using the Multi-Actor Approach about EIP-AGRI Operational Group calls and opportunities to valorise
results, supporting the transfer from research to practice.

33 Prepsoil | Preparing the EU Mission towards healthy soils

3 PREPSOIL Business Model Canvas for Soil Living Labs & Lighthouses | Prepsoil

13
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For example, the EIP-AGRI strand for innovation and knowledge exchange of the EU CAP
network offers a European platform to increase visibility and facilitate exchanges between LLs,
OGs, and other AKIS actors. Successful Horizon Europe projects working on LLs, such as
those under the Mission Soil, can be showcased through the EU CAP network,* aiming at
disseminating their knowledge and best practices, integrating thematic networks, inspiring OG
initiatives or creating other types of synergies, as well as building trust that can strengthen all
open innovation efforts.

This is how several OGs working under a common theme have already been brought together
by projects that collect, translate, and share practice-oriented knowledge developed within
those OGs (e.g. TECHCOACH,*® NUTRI-KNOW,*” and SOIL-X-Change?® thematic networks).
These projects have proven effective in connecting different actors across regions and
enhancing the practical impact of innovative solutions. In the future, similar initiatives could
also integrate results from LLs (such as those funded under Mission Soil) to continue building
bridges between research and practice. It is expected that this approach would bring solutions
even closer to actual farming conditions, given that LLs are formed by real-life sites.

A list of current and upcoming events is available on the EU CAP Network website,*® which
may serve as a source of inspiration for other national initiatives.

In addition, CAP’s reinforced Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems (AKIS),*
including advisory services, can play a critical role in interconnecting actors from both LLs and
OGs and in supporting the adoption of sustainable soil management practices generated by
these two complementary instruments of the multi-actor approach.

In this context, Horizon Europe Partnerships could help to strengthen links between LLs and
OGs through the national AKIS. For instance, the Agroecology Partnership is facilitating multi-
actor engagement through a series of ten “Conversations on Agroecology” online seminars,
designed to mobilise and connect AKIS actors across Europe.

e Member States could promote connections among projects for mutual learning
between LLs and OGs, mapping complementarities, supporting matchmaking
activities, and integrating synergies into national AKIS strategies.

35 For example, the EU CAP Network Seminar ‘On-farm demonstrations for peer-to-peer learning & innovation’ |
EU CAP Network

36 https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/101182908

37 Exchanging easy-to-understand nutrient management knowledge

38 Soil-X-Change

39 Upcoming Events | EU CAP Network

40 AKIS encompass all people and organisations that generate, share, and use knowledge and innovation for
agriculture and interrelated fields (rural areas, value chains, environment, climate, biodiversity, society, consumers,
etc).
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d) Demonstrating solutions in farms: becoming part of a network of LHs

Farm managers can integrate results or innovations developed within LLs or OGs into their
own farming practices. At the same time, they can play a key role in promoting research-driven
solutions through on-farm demonstrations or peer-to-peer activities in demo-farms or LHs, as
defined by the Mission Soil.#' This includes, for example, helping to enhance visibility and
wider uptake of such innovative solutions across the EU.

Art. 78 of the CAP Strategic Plans regulation,*? which relates to "Knowledge exchange and
dissemination of information", allows support to actions that promote innovation, training and
advice, and other forms of knowledge exchange and dissemination of information such as LH
or demonstration sites for exemplary practices.

In the case of OGs working on soil health, these could consider joining the European network
of soil health LLs & LHs that is being developed under the Mission Soil. This network,
supported by SOILL,* is not only coordinating the existing LLs and LHs, but is also actively
expanding to involve new members, including those not originally funded by the Mission Soil.
It will also verify and support lighthouses that, although not being part of the Mission Soil,
contribute to soil health objectives. Therefore, OGs working on relevant soil topics could also
be integrated into this network, helping to further broaden its reach, enhance synergies, and
increase impact.

¢ OGs working on soil health are encouraged to become part of the Mission Soil network
of lighthouses and potentially benefit from the support provided by SOILL, the Mission
Soil living labs support infrastructure.

e Member States could further incentivise and support joint networking and
dissemination activities.

6. CONCLUSIONS

LLs and OGs are complementary tools that can facilitate the uptake, adoption, upscaling and
dissemination of effective innovations in agriculture, as well as improve the adaptation of
practical solutions to different local contexts. In the area of soil health, which is of particular
importance for HE LLs — notably through the implementation of the Mission Soil LLs —
strengthening synergies between these LLs and OGs working on soil health is deemed
beneficial for increasing the involvement of farmers in LL activities, evaluating the

41 Lighthouses under Mission Soil | Mission Soil Platform

42 REGULATION (EU) 2021/2115 OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL of 2 December
2021 establishing rules on support for strategic plans to be drawn up by Member States under the common
agricultural policy (CAP Strategic Plans) and financed by the European Agricultural Guarantee Fund (EAGF) and
by the European Agricultural Fund for Rural Development (EAFRD) and repealing Requlations (EU) No 1305/2013
and (EU) No 1307/2013

43 About Us | Soill
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effectiveness of specific solutions, and improving their long-term impact beyond the project
funding period.

This is a living document. Additional examples of best practice can be included from Cluster
6 and Mission Soil projects that have successfully integrated the needs of OGs and
established effective cooperation with them. Thorough understanding and exchange of best
practices of cooperation and other forms of connecting OGs and LLs are needed.

A limited set of simple indicators to assess cooperation between both instruments could be
developed (e.g. number of practices transferred, number of active demonstration farms,
number of practical materials published, TRL progress, participation of farmers and advisers,
and estimated adoption rate after one year).

7. GLOSSARY

Mission Soil Living Labs are user-centred, place-based, and transdisciplinary research and
innovation ecosystems that involve multiple partners (e.g., land managers, scientists, citizens,
businesses, and local authorities) to co-design, test, monitor, and evaluate solutions in real-
life settings for improving soil health.

Mission Soil Lighthouses are sites for demonstration of exemplary solutions, training, peer-
to-peer learning, and communications related to improving soil health. They are individual
sites, such as an individual farm, forest exploitation, industrial site, or urban city green area.

EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) Network is a forum through which National CAP
Networks, organisations, administrations, researchers, entrepreneurs and practitioners can
share knowledge and information about agriculture and rural policy. The Network supports the
design and implementation of CAP strategic plans, innovation, and knowledge exchange,
including EIP-AGRI, and evaluation and monitoring of the CAP.

Agricultural Knowledge and Innovation Systems (AKIS) are combined organisational and
knowledge flows between individuals, organisations, and institutions who use and produce
knowledge for agriculture and interrelated fields. Under the CAP 2023-2027, the AKIS are
central to the cross-cutting objective of modernising agriculture and rural areas through
knowledge, innovation, and digitalisation. Each EU Member State must outline its AKIS
strategy within its CAP Strategic Plan, which is implemented through specific CAP
interventions aimed at promoting knowledge exchange and innovation, including innovation-
related activities of CAP Networks and EIP-AGRI Operational Groups.

The European Innovation Partnership for agricultural productivity and sustainability
(EIP-AGRI) operational groups** are bottom-up innovation projects that unite diverse actors

44 Operational Groups | EU CAP Network
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to co-create practical solutions for local agricultural, forestry, and rural challenges, bridging
research and practice. An Operational Group may include various actors from AKIS, including
farmers, foresters, researchers, advisors, businesses, environmental groups, consumer
interest groups, or other NGOs to advance innovation for agriculture, forestry and rural areas.

8. ANNEX: CONCRETE EXAMPLES OF COLLABORATION BETWEEN LIVING LABS,
EIP-AGRI OPERATIONAL GROUPS AND RELATED INNOVATION STRUCTURES

This annex draws examples from the workshop ‘Exploring synergies between Living Labs and
EIP-AGRI Operational Groups’ held on 29 June 2026 in Brussels and online (minutes and
presentations are available on the Mission Soil Platform). It presents concrete examples
showing how Living Labs, Operational Groups, AKIS actors, CAP Networks, national
structures, and research projects can work together to accelerate the uptake, adaptation, and
scaling of soil-health innovations. The examples are not exhaustive, but they provide practical
insights that complement the cooperation avenues identified in this document.

A) Concrete examples
SHARE Innovation Lab — LILAS4SOIL (Italy): from Operational Groups to a Living Lab

The SHARE Innovation Lab, part of the Mission Soil project LILAS4SOILS* (carbon farming),
coordinated by Universita Cattolica del Sacro Cuore, was developed progressively over more
than a decade. It began with the LIFE HelpSoil project (2013—-2017, 20 farms in five regions),
continued through several regional EIP-AGRI Operational Groups focused on specific
practices (including Cover agroecologiche, Optimagri, SOILUTION, GOI (E)MISSION, GOl
Sos Aquae, RESURGE, and NOVAGRO, 2017-2021, 24 farms), and evolved into the Living-
Lab Suolo in the Po Valley before becoming the SHARE“® Innovation Lab in 2025 with Mission
Soil funding.

The Living Lab now brings together 20 farms across Lombardy, Veneto, Emilia-Romagna, and
Piedmont, with 17 demonstration sites and three field experiments on almost 94 hectares; its
launch event attracted 243 organisations and over 500 participants.

The example illustrates that OGs — which typically address one practical problem over 24 to
36 months at local level — can act as the foundation for LLs, which provide a permanent multi-
actor ecosystem, a portfolio of practices and lasting innovation infrastructure (long-term
experiments, supersites, monitoring networks, MRV platforms and advisory services) that
individual projects cannot sustain alone.

45 https://www.lilas4soils.eu/
46 SHARE Innovation Lab
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AlVelAl Living Lab - GOV4ALL (Spain): Operational Groups as building blocks and test
beds

The AlVelAl association, in the semi-arid south-east region of Spain, is a network of around
600 members (including farmers, companies, administrations, and social entities) working on
holistic landscape restoration. It leads the ‘Altiplano LL'*" part of the Mission Soil project
GOV4ALL*84° (2024-2028) on governance and business models for living labs.

The Living Lab was progressively built through successive projects: the 4 Retornos
Operational Group on the restoration of degraded soils (2018-2022), the AL-AQUA
Operational Group on biotechnological strategies to increase the resistance of rainfed almond
crops to water stress (2023-2025), and the PRIMA project Farms for Climate (2022—-2025) on
soil health and carbon farming. The 4 Retornos OG inspired and motivated farmers to explore
new soil management practices, provided guiding material to conduct on-farm experiments,
and concrete soil-fertility analyses for the first time, facilitated peer-to-peer exchange, and
generated scientific and technical outputs (university theses and publications)®.

The OGs thus served as test beds and drivers of farmer experimentation, while the Living Lab
provides a long-term network addressing broader territorial aspects. The main challenge is
ensuring continuity once OG funding ends, highlighting the need for flexible, long-term
financing mechanisms to sustain and build on ongoing initiatives.

SUSGRASS Living Lab — Agroecology Partnership (Finland): an Operational Group
whose deliverable is a Living Lab

The SUSGRASS Living Lab®! for sustainable grass production in Eastern Finland, coordinated
by the Natural Resources Institute Finland®? (Luke), was established through an EIP-AGRI
Operational Group under Finland’s CAP Strategic Plan 2023-2027 and is a full member of the
Agroecology Partnership.® It follows a ‘two layers, one platform logic’: the OG provides a time-
bound mandate and funding, while its deliverable is a permanent Living Lab — a lasting
network, research infrastructure, and shared portal built to outlast CAP funding.

Although recently established, the Living Lab builds on long-standing collaboration between
researchers, farmers, advisors, and public authorities, making it ‘old and young at the same
time’. It operates at three interconnected levels: macro-level governance and funding, bringing
together the multi-actor partnership; meso-level coordination between projects funded through
different programmes (Horizon Europe, EAFRD, ERDF and national funds), whose

47 Lliving Lab - Altiplano Estepario - GOV4ALL

48 Home - GOV4ALL

49 https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/101157865
50https://gov4all.eu/publications/

51 https://www.luke.fi/en/projects/nurmi-Il

52 Natural Resources Institute Finland | Natural Resources Institute Finland
53 Home - AGROECOLOGY Partnership
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overlapping timelines and mutual support help ensure the sustainability of the Living Lab
beyond individual project funding periods; and micro-level activities such as co-creation,
demonstrations, training, and farmer knowledge exchange. These activities are supported by
advisory services, pioneer farms, and an open online portal anchored in the national AKIS.

In practice, the Operational Group identifies farmers’ needs, while the Living Lab develops
projects to test, demonstrate, and scale solutions. Knowledge is transferred through advisers,
training, education, farmer groups, pioneer farms, and the online portal. The Living Lab is
anchored in the CAP and Finland’s AKIS, participates in the Agroecology Partnership and is
pursuing ENoLL certification with support from FARCLIMATE.

Remaining challenges include ensuring continuity from project to Living Lab, maintaining
effective knowledge flows, and improving communication between stakeholder groups,
including through stronger links with AKIS, ENoLL, the Agroecology Partnership, and the
Mission Soil Living Labs community.

TRAILS4SOIL (multi-country): Operational Group results feeding the design of Living
Labs

The Mission Soil project TRAILS4SOIL%% (Transformative Living Labs for Soil Health),
launched in July 2025, brings together 22 partners from 12 countries with a budget of €14.1
million. It operates five Living Labs on regenerative and conservation agriculture, covering
permanent crops in Spain and Portugal, organic farming in Austria and Switzerland, climate
adaptation in Germany, black soils in Moldova, Romania, and Ukraine, and crop-livestock
integration in Slovenia. Together, they involve around 100 demonstration farms.

Several farming practices tested in the project build directly on results from EIP-AGRI
Operational Groups involving project partners, including GO Innovatrigo (low-emission
certified wheat as a value-chain innovation), GO CUVrEN_OQlivar (native cover crops in olive
groves) and GO CARBOAGRI (regenerative practices and organic fertilisation, soil carbon
and voluntary carbon markets). Some of these practices were selected through the project’s
co-creation process. OGs also provided trusted networks and experienced farmers during
proposal preparation, while open calls helped broaden participation.

The example shows that Operational Groups can provide a strong foundation for establishing
Living Labs, generating evidence on soil-health impacts and scaling successful local practices
through EU policy instruments, including the CAP and the Soil Monitoring Law. Operational
Groups can already function as ‘pre-Living Labs’ when they align farmers, advisors,
researchers, companies, and administrations around measurable soil-health outcomes,
following the pathway: farm needs — co-creation and co-design — demonstration plots —
MRV — policy uptake.

54 https://cordis.europa.eu/project/id/101218949
55 TRAILS4SOIL | Rebuilding Soil Health with Regenerative and Conservation Agriculture
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National experiences connecting the two instruments

Italy (Council for Agricultural Research and Economics / Institute for Environmental
Protection and Research)

During 2014-2022, Italy supported 840 Operational Groups, including 17 directly related to
soil. Under the 2023—2027 CAP period, 194 of the 542 planned Operational Groups have been
launched so far, including eight focused on soil.

The Mission Soil project LivingSoiLL% (Healthy Soils for Permanent Crops) illustrates the
connection between LLs and OGs. Its ‘Living Soil Piedmont’ lighthouse links three Operational
Groups: InVITE on input reduction, RIPRESO on intra-parcel monitoring, and VITISAN on
sustainable viticulture.

The RIGENERICE Operational Group, focused on regenerative farming models for rice farms,
shows the reverse pathway: how a living lab can translate local farm needs into practical soil
innovations.

Portugal (General Directorate of Agriculture and Rural Development)

The Portuguese National Soil Partnership, established in 2014, brings together 54 partners
from public authorities, research organisations, academia, civil society, and Operational
Groups. Its Agri-Dem_Solo network holds agricultural and forestry demonstrations on
sustainable soil management through peer-to-peer learning, complemented by training for
technical advisers and the Soilathon 2026, a co-creation competition on soil organic carbon.

Future priorities include expanding demonstrations through farms already recognised as
Mission Soil Lighthouses, and training advisers on OG and LL results so they can act as
knowledge brokers between research and practice.

France (Ministry of Agriculture, Food, and Food Sovereignty)

A three-year study on the trajectories and effectiveness of Operational Groups should be
published in summer 2026, while a doctoral project running from 2026 to 2029 will examine
business models for effective Living Labs, including a “Living Lab as a Service” model.

The approach views Living Labs and Operational Groups as complementary: combining the
flexibility of Living Labs for experimentation and scaling with the territorial anchoring of
Operational Groups for local adoption and adaptation. It also explores hybrid economic models
and territorial value chains to reduce dependence on subsidies, with the RNAR national
network supporting Living Labs through workshops and other activities.

56 LivingSoiLL | Official Website of the European Project
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B) Key takeaways

e Complementarity confirmed in practice. OGs bring stakeholders together to solve
specific, farmer-driven problems and build trusted local networks; LLs build on these
results through broader, longer-term, multi-actor collaboration. In several documented
cases OGs acted as the foundation, test bed, or even the founding instrument of a Living
Lab.

¢ AKIS and coordination structures are essential connectors. Advisers, CAP Networks,
and national and regional coordination bodies can connect project results with farmers and
public authorities, reduce fragmentation, support matchmaking, and link innovation more
effectively with policy implementation.

o Continuity beyond project funding remains the main challenge. Both instruments are
generally time-bound. Responses identified during the workshop included overlapping
project portfolios and multiple funding sources, service-based and hybrid business models,
private-sector engagement, and sustained public support through the CAP. Participants
nevertheless cautioned against expecting farmers to finance Living Labs independently.

e Governance matters. As neither Operational Groups nor Living Labs necessarily have
legal-entity status, clear contractual and governance arrangements are important for
lasting cooperation.

e Accessible knowledge is a prerequisite for uptake. Results from Living Labs and
Operational Groups should be easier to find, compare, and use. The Mission Soil Platform,
SOILL, and the EIP-AGRI project database could support this function.

o The focus should increasingly shift towards deployment and scaling. Participants
stressed the need to prioritise the replication and wider uptake of proven solutions, capture
lessons from previous initiatives, and place greater emphasis on demonstration,
adaptation, business models, and access to finance, including possible dedicated
instruments for scaling successful soil-health innovations.
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