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Abstract: While the academic land sharing–land sparing debate peaked in the recognition that neither
strategy alone may offer the best solution to integrate commodity production with biodiversity
conservation, the lack of integrating the local realities of people and their cultural landscapes beyond
mere biodiversity conservation is hampering the knowledge transfer from our scientific discourse to
the policy agenda. Here, we focus on European cultural landscapes, which represent prime examples
for the success but also the fragility of social-ecological agricultural systems that benefit from land
sharing. In contrast, we challenge the effectiveness of land sparing for sustainable agriculture.
Moreover, we question whether and how either sparing or sharing can actually be implemented on
the ground. We conclude that creating and maintaining sharing systems nowadays is a normative
choice that society can take. Based on this, we caution against the ongoing prioritization of optimizing
the economic benefits perceived from such systems. We highlight the limitations of economic
instruments to safeguard the multifunctionality of sharing landscapes. Taken together, we suggest
that deliberations on the sparing–sharing discussion ought to be moved from a limited perspective on
biodiversity towards a holistic consideration of landscapes as spaces that are shaped by and satisfy
manifold aspects of human well-being, ranging from cultural to materialistic needs.

Keywords: agrobiodiversity; food security; landscape multi-functionality; normative values;
spatial scales

1. Introduction

Triggered by an exponential human population growth since the industrial revolution and a
simultaneous increase of resource use, anthropogenic land transformations increasingly degrade
ecosystems. To date, human activities have affected 75% of the Earth’s terrestrial surface, and more
than a third of inhabitable land is used for the production of food, fuel, and fiber [1]. At the same
time, improved livelihoods and profligate ways of living further challenge the currently widely
unequally distributed resource use, such as for instance through shifting dietary patterns toward
more animal-based proteins and increased demands for other commodities. Consequently, an
accelerated demand for agricultural products fosters agricultural intensification [2], which takes
place either through the conversion of natural ecosystems or through the increase in yield output per
hectare. While increased production is considered necessary to satisfy the needs of a growing human
population [3], agricultural intensification is one of the main drivers of our current environmental
problems [4]. For example, land conversion for agriculture causes the loss of natural vegetation, such
as primary rainforests in tropical areas [5]. Increases in yield output through the use of agrochemicals
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as well as heavy machinery alter agroecosystems and adjacent vegetation [6]. Especially in highly
industrialized agriculture, these intensification measures lead to ecological homogenization [7]. Thus,
increased agricultural productivity often happens at the expense of biodiversity, ecosystems, and
their functions and usable services. The urgency to integrate societal and environmental needs
sparked discussions about how to embed conservation into agriculture [8] as a means of maintaining
biodiversity and navigating the trade-offs between various ecosystem functions and services, which is
pivotal to safeguarding human well-being [9,10]. Thus, the need to efficiently produce commodities
without harming the environment is a vital attribute of sustainable agriculture today [6,11–13].

After more than a decade of debates around how to harmonize agriculture with the environment
(e.g., [14–16]), land sparing and land sharing still represent extreme endpoints of a continuum to
allocate land either for commodity production or for nature conservation. Land sparing intends to
set aside large areas for nature conservation, such as for example in form of protected areas, and at
the same time increase agricultural output on farmland. In contrast, land sharing promotes extensive
land use at regeneration rates to protect natural resources (sensu [17]). While some species may
well survive in extensively used agroecosystems [18,19], other species may only occur in intact and
continuous natural vegetation [20]. Thus, neither concept alone provides an ultimate solution for best
conservation outcomes in all contexts [21,22]. Notably, the current scientific literature predominantly
focuses on the link between agriculture and biodiversity, while more holistic views on agricultural
land as platforms for people–nature interactions are underrepresented. However, agriculture affects
wider scales, including ecological aspects of our environment, from local to landscape scales, economic
topics such as yield, and many social facets, ranging from local identity, traditions, and aesthetic
values of the people living in a landscape up to higher governance levels. In turn, agricultural
practices derive from complex system interactions between the choices of farmers, market demands,
environmental as well as agricultural policies, and international agendas [16]. Thus, we recall that
discussions on integrating nature conservation and agriculture need to entail social and economic
aspects of commodity production rather than just focus on ecological effectiveness in order to feed
into sustainable agriculture (see also [22]). In this paper, we argue that the land-sharing concept offers
such an integrative perspective for viable future farming, especially in cultural landscapes in Europe.

2. The Need to Focus on Conservation in Farmland

Given the ongoing biodiversity crisis and the continuing loss of natural areas, it is undoubtedly a
necessity to preserve intact primary ecosystems, which is the laudable core of the land-sparing idea.
In line with this idea and following Aichi Target 11 of the Convention of Biological Diversity to protect
at least 17% of inland of terrestrial and inland water areas, the amount of protected area is currently
expanding. Despite this positive trend of a growing network of protected areas, biodiversity loss
continues [23], because many protected areas are dysfunctional in biodiversity conservation [24,25].
Thus, concentrating conservation efforts on protected areas alone while intensifying land use in
unprotected areas faces two critical risks. First, a lack of effective conservation in protected areas might
lead to the further loss of species and ecosystems. Second, reducing conservation efforts to spared land
misses out on the many species that occur outside of protected areas, including farmland species [26].
Moreover, the assumed benefits of land sparing might jeopardize the multifunctionality of cultural
landscapes [27] through the negative impacts of subsequent intensification measures on cultivated
land [28].

In contrast to frontier agricultural landscapes [14], cultural landscapes represent “combined works
of nature and humankind” that evolved over centuries of extensive, small-scale anthropogenic land
use [29]. These land-sharing systems often, but not always [30], are able to maintain high rates of
natural vegetation and biodiversity [31], and provide diverse ecosystem services [32]. In particular,
European cultural landscapes contain natural and semi-natural landscape elements that create high
spatial and temporal heterogeneity [33]. The resulting agricultural mosaics are of high nature value [34],
and may contain high rates of biodiversity [31,35–37]. In this land-sharing setting, agriculture
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maintains environmental goods and agricultural heritage through active human interference at low
intensity rates [38–42]. Despite the complex and contested nature of the concept of sustainable
agriculture [13,43], extensive land use can be considered a sustainable use of agricultural systems,
with little dependence on synthetic external inputs, i.e., through closing nutrient cycles on the
farm. Such a vision is building on a long-term perspective of labor management and creates fewer
emissions, for instance, but also lower yields compared with intensive conventional farming. However,
these extensive “sharing” systems are prone to transformation through an increasing influence of
globalization pressures, which lead to land-use intensification or abandonment [44]. Agricultural
intensification has led to a mechanized, fertilized, and industrial agriculture that replaces or abandons
often long-existing small-scale systems [6]. The high nature value of European cultural landscapes
prevails only by preserving the livelihoods of rural agricultural societies, of which small-scale farmers
are the backbone [7,45]. Thus, the integration of conservation needs to target the entire cultural
landscape as a sharing arena both for biodiversity conservation, as well as the maintenance of entire
social-ecological systems.

3. Sparing at Small Scales Creates Sharing at a Landscape Scale

The debate still resolves around the spatial scale at which we determine sparing or
sharing [21,46]. While some researchers have defined sparing as already enabling the small-scale
integration of non-crop elements into agricultural land (e.g., [47,48]), others assume sparing to rely on
large blocks of natural vegetation. Biodiversity schemes in the European Union, for instance, focus
on the establishment of small yet diverse field margins, which are highly relevant on a meter scale,
yet the impact on a scale of square kilometers is less clear. This ambiguity blurs our potential as
scientists to derive meaningful direct comparisons between these extremes. Despite the entanglement
of the two concepts, the presence of non-crop elements in agricultural landscapes at small scales
has shown beneficial effects on biodiversity [49–51]. These beneficial effects are tightly linked to the
increase of farmland heterogeneity through diversity in land-cover types. Although there has been a
recognition of diversity in and around agricultural fields, and the characteristics of ecosystems are
part of a multifaceted research, scale effects remain a core challenge within landscape science. What is
more, many studies are building on different scales, which makes comparisons even more challenging,
since ecosystems may show differing patterns in terms of alpha, beta, and gamma diversity [52].
For example, tropical forests have an almost unleveled gamma diversity, while temperate forests
show an overall low biodiversity, yet may be rich in terms of ecosystem functions and services, such
as the production of tree biomass and soil carbon storage [53]. While these differences are central
to ecosystem function and service research, they are widely missing within the land sharing versus
land sparing debate (as based on [52]). Additionally, species have different requirements toward their
environment, which implies that no single conservation measure might support all of the aspects of
biodiversity. Thus, the small-scale integration of non-crop patches into agricultural land may support
a variety of farmland species, such as plants that require specific micro-conditions or species with
high mobility, such as birds. However, other species, such as for instance ungulates in temperate
ecosystems, might require larger habitats and corridors to thrive. From a landscape-scale perspective,
land sharing as an integrative concept has the potential to offer environment-friendly farming within
the field, while also including natural or semi-natural areas at various spatial scales [16,54].

4. Land Sharing Might Overcome Implementation Mismatches

A constant misconception of the land sparing versus land sharing debate is based on the
assumption that in practice, an active decision-making process forms our current agricultural
landscapes. Instead, most of the agricultural intensification at the farm scale takes place before
conservation management has a say at larger landscape scales [55–57]. Even though the mostly
academic reflection on sparing or sharing does not claim to be directly translatable into concrete
management schemes, several challenges arise even if we would opt for either land sharing or land
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sparing in a given context, mainly: how would this strategy be decided upon, and how could it be
implemented? Moreover, the sparing–sharing dichotomy may evoke the impression that landscapes
are managed at matching ecological and governance scales, which is rarely the case [58]. Due to its
potential to include various aspects of environmental and societal aspects, we propose that a more
holistic, landscape-embracing approach of land sharing might be able to overcome such mismatches.
The realization of landscape-scale management for sharing might require the transformation of existing
governance structures. Modern agricultural systems mostly create revenues for a large industrial
complex, which only marginally invests in biodiversity conservation and thus prioritizes easily
applicable approaches with little additional costs. However, such measures might be of lower value for
biodiversity and ecosystem functions if they are not connected via a larger landscape target. Many of
the more complex necessities of preserving corridors, mosaics, or larger areas remain unconsidered by
individual actors or stakeholders. It is crucial that these conservation efforts are effective, improve the
image of farming, and/or help in the marketing strategy. While no farmer may intend to harm the
environment, the costs and applicability, in combination with the legal framework and given incentives,
need to be taken into account as influencing factors on the land managers’ everyday farming practices.
From a governance perspective, it requires a well-informed identification of individuals or specific
institutions that could actually set a sparing or a sharing agenda due to its complexity. We propose
that the debate around sparing or sharing should thus ideally target the landscape scale, where
different land-use patches can be individually managed, and the designation of spared areas can be
included. This allows both farmers and conservationists to assess biodiversity and yield at the actually
manageable scale [59], and enables a long-term comparison between regions. We suggest that such
an approach constitutes sustainable agriculture in European cultural landscapes, which evolved as
sharing landscapes, with extensive agriculture and interspersed non-crop elements [52]. However, in
places where the transformation of natural vegetation toward agricultural purposes is anticipated,
such an approach might lead to further fragmentation and the downsizing of natural remnants. Thus,
we propose to take a step back and look at the entire agricultural production system, which requires
revision in order to feed the world sustainably.

5. Agriculture in a Global System Context

Our society depends on agricultural production to survive. Most of the agricultural systems
before the industrial revolution were characterized by a high input through labor, and lower outputs
compared with today. While some increase in agricultural production could be achieved through an
increase in labor force, mechanization and the allocation of fertilizer were instrumental in increasing
agricultural yields [60]. The increasing yield triggered long-term shifts in societies, such as for
instance the role and situation of farmers changing due to an altered distribution of labor force.
Many would argue that much of the current neoliberal economic growth model is encouraged by
large corporations that partly create dependence on fertilizer use, adapted seed material, and highly
specified mechanization. These technocratic gadgets help improve yield and save working hours,
and thereby increase efficiency on the farm. As a consequence, food prices on the market decrease
through industrialized agriculture, often shrinking the competitiveness of less economically efficient
small-scale farming, creating further negative externalities over time on our people’s health and the
environment [54], such as exacerbated global greenhouse gas emissions, environmental pollution,
and a depletion of system components, including biodiversity [61]. While this process homogenizes
agricultural landscapes, nowadays land sharing emerges as a less natural form of human–environment
interactions in European rural landscapes. Instead, using land only for the highest economic benefit is
a short-sighted priority that increases the inequality within societies, as merely few people eventually
benefit, while the costs of negative ecological externalities affect society as a whole [62]. Institutions
that would be able to manage larger landscapes and would potentially benefit from it are typically
large-scale landowners and corporations.
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In line with economic prioritization, financial incentives promote the integration of nature
conservation in agricultural land management in order to minimize trade-offs between production
and conservation. As an example, the subsidy strategy offered by the European Union aims at
compensating farmers for creating small sets of biodiverse “offset” beside their intensified agricultural
schemes. Typically, such financial approaches function until the incentive disappears [63]. As a result,
their ecological effectiveness is limited [64], and has been criticized strongly in the past [65]. A more
promising approach towards recreating the local identity of people while taking care of nature might be
appealing to the human–landscape relation through stewardship schemes [66]. Furthermore, modern
industrialized agriculture is based on often monopolized seed material, which in turn depends on
fertilizers and pesticides to thrive. The output largely depends on distant allocations and transportation,
and these teleconnections drive increases in the carbon footprint of food production, and trigger
pollution and climate change [60]. All the while, the industrialization of agriculture disrupts regional
social-ecological systems, and these complex ripples have been little considered in the literature to
date. Modern farming is part of a wider and nested global agricultural systems; hence, analyzing
smaller local systems is vital, yet understanding the nested interaction with the wider context is also
relevant [45]. Under current market structures, rebound effects limit the economic rationale to maintain
these extensive systems [67].

6. The Myth of Intensification for Food Security

Anticipated population growth and shifting diets are often used as an argument to produce
more food on a global scale. Much of the argumentation in the line of food security and agricultural
intensification assumes economic growth as an inherent ultimate goal [68]. While human population
dynamics will most likely increase many of our economic problems, unlimited economic growth is
unlikely to be harmonized with sustainable development [69]. Major crises such as the oil shortage
(1970s), the financial crisis (late 2000s), and the recent migration crisis highlight the shocks endured
by a growth-focused economy. Moreover, there is much evidence for the limited carrying capacity
of our planet. Therefore, we propose that the current narrative that our agricultural production
needs to serve an ever-growing population is limited in perspective, and fails to consider the holistic
integrity of the planet. While more people on Earth might indeed demand more agricultural products,
including animal-based food, following existing production and marketing strategies would most
probably exceed the boundaries of our planet [70,71]. Global food security problems are in many
cases not the result of production shortcomings [54,72], but rather stem from a wider set of system
failures, including inconsiderate food speculations, mismatches in food allocation, the ignorance
of complex and partly uncontrollable market dynamics, and an unrealistic estimate of the extent
to which political instruments impact farmer’s decisions. Thus, increasing production seems to be
a tangible and relatively easily achievable target [54]. However, the amount of food that is being
produced today is sufficient to feed the world [73], which demonstrates that global hunger is not a
shortcoming in production, but rather a question of other aspects of the food system [74,75]. In line
with many existing critics, we emphasize the need to explore sustainable alternatives to the economic
growth narrative. As a counter-movement to the current intensification narrative, attempts such as
La Via Campesina [76] promote and support smallholder farmers and their practices to increase food
sovereignty instead. Deep system changes are required in order to create a sustainable food system
with environmentally-friendly agriculture [77,78]. Instead of focusing on growth (beyond inflation
correction), striving for economic equity and the inclusion of locals in decision-making processes has
the potential provide more benefits to society than mere increases in production [79]. The question
remains if and how such changes in society can be planned or designed. So far, and in line with other
sustainability researchers, we consider many approaches to facing global challenges as corrective
measures, but not as cures of the actual problems [80]. Transdisciplinary research, in combination with
an increased awareness of the enmeshment of agriculture, biodiversity, and human well-being, bears
the potential to engage with the facilitation process of transformation toward sustainability [81].
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7. Land Sharing as a Normative Choice

To this end, we recall that our agricultural production system and our thinking around
conservation within this system are currently dominated by norms and paradigms that are
controversial to the overarching global aim of sustainability. The sustainable management of
agricultural systems demands a mode of thinking that integrates both accessible, affordable, and
nutritious food production [54], and nature conservation. Within many systems, agriculture becomes
an end in itself, since it mostly serves the goal of economic growth. While ending world hunger is an
inherent goal of the United Nations (UN) Sustainable Development Goals, agricultural intensification
interacts with many of the other Sustainable Development Goals, such as for example the preservation
of water or protection of life on land. It is well understood that there are trade-offs between these
diverging goals, which is why we argue that, eventually, decisions on agricultural land-use practice
are normative choices. While science derives reproducible and partly transferable results, it may not
provide one simple solution to real-world problems. Instead, our choices are complex, and based on
an evolving research agenda. We propose that we must be aware that our results hence pave the way
to an agenda-setting that may be out of context, and is not justified by the limited amount of results
provided by our research. As much as we try to decrease the uncertainty of our recommendations,
we propose that we should be conservative when advising policymakers and managers. We do not
consider land sharing to be the silver bullet approach; however, we do propose that it is the much
more conservative option, since it allows us to protect biodiversity in a way that is inherent to many
cultural landscapes. More importantly, we have to understand that land sharing or land sparing
are not only the active choices of single land managers. The results that we gain from research, and
the management option that researchers propose, will be picked up by policymakers and managers,
preferably when these options serve their needs. Thus, debates on intensification through either of
these two approaches requires scientists and conservationists to reflect on their role and the role of
the knowledge they produce and communicate [6,43]. Most farmers will probably not be aware of
these options, and were never involved in the decision-making process. In many situations, land-use
intensification is not necessarily a societal choice, but is rather a consequence of activities through few
particular actors [45].

The current scientific literature suggests that conservation action should promote land sparing or
sharing as a desirable management strategy, or at least decide which parts of the landscape shall be
allocated to particular purposes in order to achieve a wide set of services and functions within the same
landscape. Thus, land use decisions affect many components of the system, yet the people for which
this has the most severe consequences are seldomly involved in the process, nor consulted regarding
which land-use strategy should be implemented. We propose that society does not strive to have
agricultural “deserts” with high yield, at least not when people regularly interact with or value their
environment [82]. Instead, agricultural landscapes compose an important part of peoples’ identity, and
influence their well-being through their aesthetics and cultural elements. Thus, rather than asking only
what is the better strategy for biodiversity conservation, including social parameters that represent
the local reality of people is a prerequisite for sustainable land management. We assume that people
in most landscapes, if given the choice, would decide against large agricultural industry [83], but
aspirations might differ between stakeholders [84]. However, the question of whether land sparing
or land sharing allows sufficient nature conservation and food production simultaneously remains
theoretical and inapplicable if disregarding the multiple social and ecological levels of the legacies,
mechanisms, and dynamics of the production system embedded into cultural landscapes. This system
has the capacity to support sustainability in terms of its requirements towards social-ecological system
integrity and intragenerational and intergenerational equity [85] by focusing on the questions of how
humans want their landscapes to look like, and which benefits can be derived at what costs. However,
given the increasing disconnect from nature [86], more sustainable agriculture is a challenge worthy
of achieving. Ultimately, a landscape-embracing approach with a consideration of governance and
various aspects of justice may be helpful to balance our resource use in a sustainable way.
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8. Which Contribution Does “Sharing” Offer for Sustainable Agriculture?

In summary, we highlight several entry points that might harmonize the global challenges we
face with a transformation process of industrial agriculture in order to work toward an integrated and
sustainable agriculture:

(1) We need to be aware about the limited possibilities that arise out of a theoretical framework such
as the land-sparing option. Few managers in agriculture are actually aware of the scheme, and
are empowered to act on it.

(2) Scientists and conservationists need to sufficiently consider the context and scales of various
organisms, habitats, and ecosystems. Biodiversity and ecosystem function research is starting to
understand the contextual complexity of these interactions, yet this has rarely been included in
the land sparing versus land sharing literature.

(3) Beyond land use and biodiversity, inputs and outputs should be considered in order to arrive at a
more holistic analysis, including a clearer understanding of social and ecological spillover effects.

(4) Instead of being a submissive part of a growth-focused argument of an ultimately failing
economical narrative, we propose that by focusing on deep shifts in mindsets of people [80], we
can aid a societal change that overcomes our disconnection from the biophysical system.

(5) We cannot retreat to claiming that there is a global objective answer to the sparing–sharing
question. Thus, we need to be aware of our normative goals that oppose agricultural production
and nature conservation. Scientific results, for better or worse, will be used as part of a
normative agenda.

Based on our reflections, we propose that sharing or sparing do not only take place in the field,
but already pose an opposition of production and conservation in our way of thinking. “Sharing” not
only offers a way to integrate biodiversity conservation into agricultural landscapes, but also finds
its way into economic and social agendas, as it may include people as actors and stewards in the
landscape. Instead of differentiating between “nature” and “culture” as two separate concepts that are
to be managed, it is already acknowledged that in the Anthropocene, such a division is obliterated.
Given the size of our population and considering that few untouched natural areas remain, there
seems to be no alternative to sharing land that is already used by agriculture. This includes the need
to maintain as much nature as possible while working on our societal demands for our well-being.
However, this overarching goal of sustainability cannot be broken down to a single management
decision. Aware of the global sharing situation that we already live in, we augment the idea of land
sharing toward the sharing of benefits that environmentally-friendly agriculture provides, and work
towards shared responsibilities for the development of our agriculture, both through our everyday
decisions and global development agendas. Finally, while our debates and scientific efforts continue to
ask whether land sharing or land sparing might be the right way forward to integrate biodiversity
conservation with commodity production, the actual sustainability problems are not primarily linked
to the question of how we conserve biodiversity, but that we take actions at various spatial, temporal,
and societal scales [62,87]. In agricultural landscapes, this would encompass both the conservation
of large areas with natural vegetation and a sustainable farming system [16], which at a larger scale
creates a mosaic of land covers that can be considered shared landscapes. If our normative societal
goal is sustainable agricultural production, then this system needs to consider the entire product chain,
from people’s values, labor force, and preferences to national and international policies and markets,
to the biophysical conditions for farming and conservation and the trade-offs that inevitably occur
when humans disrupt natural flows.
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