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SUMMARY 
 
Section 2 provides a factual picture of agriculture in the EU-25, with some main trends and 
processes of change. A main trend in European agriculture is towards intensification and 
specialisation of production, with more emphasis on specialist farming. Agricultural 
production gets concentrated to fewer regions and to fewer farms. Two trends dominate: 
• Intensification and specialisation in regions with competitive advantages, inducing 

concentration of production and more homogeneous farming methods 
• Extensification of production in remote areas with unfavourable economic, social or 

environmental conditions, causing marginalisation and abandonment of production. 
Extensification of production in regions with unfavourable conditions (socio-economic, 
biophysical, demographic). 

Both trends may be observed at different scales (from farm, regional and national level). 
Intensification of production is mainly observed in regions where agriculture is most 
productive. Pig production, for example, is concentrated in regions with the available 
infrastructure for production and processing industries, with easy access to the main 
consumption regions. In contrast, marginalisation and abandonment tends to occur in remote 
areas or on less fertile land where traditional extensive agriculture is threatened by its inability 
to compete effectively with intensive production in other regions. 
 
Several farming systems emerge over time, and Section 3 explores some main trends that are 
observed in European agriculture: 
• Consumer demands and changes in the agri-food chain (retailers and food processors) 

affect farming practices by improving and guaranteeing the quality of the agricultural 
produce.  Quality assurance schemes are increasingly adopted as basis for protocols of 
good agricultural practice and the promotion of farming practices that meet societal 
demand.  

• Bioenergy production has gain momentum, and changes in agricultural production, 
productivity and the CAP measures are needed to meet the ambitions that are agreed at 
European level.  

• Multifunctionality is an important feature of European agriculture, and new institutional 
arrangements emerge throughout Europe to add new functions to the supply of 
agricultural commodities, strengthen linkages between farming and rural areas (e.g. 
improving land management practices) and sustaining the use of natural resources (e.g. 
land and water).  

• Voluntary agreements are observed between farmers and new groups interested in more 
sustainable farming practices. Water suppliers, for example, enter negotiations with 
farmers to target water quality standards and to provide some financial resources to 
promote changes in farming practices. 

 
Changes in farming management practices may also emerge from CAP measures.  Some farm 
responses to CAP measures are presented in Section 4, either in the context of the First Pillar 
(e.g. through cross-compliance) or through the adoption of agri-environmental programmes. 
Voluntary programmes essentially target to stimulate farmers to enter into programmes 
delivering public services, whereas cross-compliance is introduced to improve the degree of 
compliance with standards.   
 
The economic dimensions (e.g. income and investments), the social domain (e.g. labour 
conditions) and the environmental profiles (e.g. water quality standards) are important 
ambitions to meet for European agriculture and a main trend to achieve and promote.  
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1. INTRODUCTION 
 
Nowadays, the EU-25 has well over 8 million farm holdings, covering 164 million hectares of 
land and employing almost 10 million persons (Eurostat; FSS/Eurofarm). Family farms 
remain dominant in much of Europe. Agriculture is not a major economic sector in the 
European Union (EU). The agricultural sector contributes a limited share of GDP in most 
Member States. In the UK, the figure is particularly low, at less than two per cent, although 
the total agro-industrial complex will have a much bigger share in national income. The share 
of national employment in the Dutch agro-industrial complex, for example, exceeds 10 per 
cent, of which less than a third is in primary production.  
 
However, agriculture is a dominant user of land in most European countries. More than three-
quarters of the territory of the EU is agricultural or wooded land. Forests cover about a third 
of the total land area in the EU. In marked contrast to the situation in other parts of the world, 
a large proportion of the land area of Europe has been farmed for several millennia. 
Agriculture was practised in both Southern and Northern Europe as early as the late Neolithic 
period. Originally confined to the flattest and most accessible land, arable and pastoral 
farming spread out to cover all but the most difficult terrain in many regions. By the middle of 
the late Roman empire (around AD 400), a majority of France, over half of Germany, most of 
the low countries, the Iberian peninsula, Italy and Greece, and the southern UK were all in 
farming use. Only the extreme north and the most mountainous areas, including Sweden, 
Finland, the northern tip of the UK and the Alpine regions of France, Italy, Austria, 
Switzerland and southern Germany, remained almost completely covered by forest or other 
natural vegetation, as recently as 100 years ago.  
 
In addition to the production of food and fibre, agriculture also shapes the rural countryside 
through the provision of ecological processes and services (e.g. maintenance of open 
landscapes and enhancement of biodiversity values). As a result of its longstanding 
management of the land, farming in Europe has co-evolved with its ecology, landscapes and 
other environmental resources. Today, many of Europe's species and their characteristic 
habitats are dependent upon continued management to sustain their diversity and their range. 
European landscapes are primarily cultural, heavily influenced by centuries of farm and 
woodland management. However, this largely positive relationship between management and 
environmental quality has depended upon farming practices that were relatively low-input, in 
terms of their capital use and nutrient levels, while labour inputs were relatively high, by 
comparison to the current situation. 
 
The current report identifies main trends in European agriculture. First, a picture is presented 
of current agriculture in the EU-25 (Section 2). Here, some main trends are presented on the 
number of holdings as well as on the concentration and specialisation of production. In 
addition, some features of European agriculture on the age composition of farm holders and 
the relative importance of part-time farming.  To follow, some emerging trends on farming 
systems are presented in Section 3 of the report. Here, examples are presented on the 
interaction between farming and the agrifood industry (e.g. retailers and food processors) and 
the adoption of multifunctionality to integrate food production with other functions of 
agriculture (e.g. landscape management). This section concludes with some new agreements 
established between agriculture and water supply industry to promote changes in agricultural 
practices, better responding to the needs of water suppliers.  Some farm responses to policy 
change are summarised in Section 4, distinguishing between agri-environmental programmes 

 3



and the introduction of cross-compliance as policy tools to adopt new farming practices. The 
report concludes with some highlights from this analysis.  
 

2. A PICTURE OF AGRICULTURE IN THE EU-25 
 
Today, Europe's agriculture remains a highly diverse industry, with a broad range of outputs 
and structural and environmental characteristics (e.g. Shucksmith et al., 2005). In marked 
contrast to the other principal exporting nations in the global agro-economy, average farm 
size in Europe is small – less than 20 hectares – and mixed farming remains an important 
feature of European landscapes. In particular, there are many surviving examples of 
characteristic, low-intensity, high nature-value farming systems in different parts of Europe, 
which demonstrate a positive and largely symbiotic relationship with the natural environment. 
In the arid regions of southern Member States there are extensive arable systems, which 
support a wide variety of birdlife, and low-intensity wood-pasture 'dehesa' systems, which 
support an abundance of flora and fauna. In the northern Member States there are low-
intensity pastoral farming systems which have created and sustained valuable heathland, 
moorland, coastal and inland marsh, and grassland habitats. Areas also exist where centuries 
of mixed arable and pastoral farming have created 'bocage' landscapes of great variety, where 
crop and grass fields are divided by intricate networks of semi-natural hedgerows, ditches and 
small woodlands. In the mountainous regions and even in northern Scandinavia where 
farming has only been practised for a hundred years or so, the flower-rich meadows and 
pastures which support valuable bird and insect species are dependent on careful management 
for livestock production. Greece, Spain, France, Ireland, Italy, Portugal and the United 
Kingdom include well over 50 million ha of farmland under low-intensity farming systems, 
representing around 40% of agricultural area (Bignal and McCracken, 1996). Relatively 
highly intensive-grazing systems like the peat areas in the western part of the Netherlands 
may also have high nature conservation potential, particularly for bird species. 
 
Grazing systems are required in large parts of Europe to maintain open landscapes and 
disappearance of grazing may change landscapes. The EEA has estimated that roughly 15-
25% of the countryside qualifies as high nature value farmland (EEA, 2004). Such farmland 
includes semi-natural vegetation, low-intensity agriculture and farmland supporting rare 
species or a high proportion of European or world populations. Among all EU Member States 
today an increasing range of environmental issues relate to two dominant trends in current 
farming change in Europe – intensification, concentration and specialisation in some areas; 
and marginalisation and abandonment in others. Both these processes involve a move away 
from the traditional forms of low-input, labour-intensive crop and livestock production which 
have characterised most of rural Europe for many centuries, and upon which its landscapes, 
its bio-diversity and cultural heritage, and the quality of its soils, water and air have depended.  
 
A main trend in European agriculture is towards intensification and specialisation of 
production, with more emphasis on specialist farming. Agricultural production gets 
concentrated to fewer regions and to fewer farms. Two trends dominate: 
• Intensification and specialisation in regions with competitive advantages, inducing 

concentration of production and more homogeneous farming methods 
• Extensification of production in remote areas with unfavourable economic, social or 

environmental conditions, causing marginalisation and abandonment of production. 
Extensification of production in regions with unfavourable conditions (socio-economic, 
biophysical, demographic). 
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Both trends may be observed at different scales. Marginalisation is a ‘process driven by a 
combination of social, economic, political and environmental factors by which in certain areas 
farming ceases to be viable under an existing land use and socio-economic structure and no 
other agricultural options are available, so the process ends at land abandonment’ (Baldock et 
al., 1996). 
 

Intensification and specialisation  
This involves the development of capital-intensive and geographically specialised farming, 
leading to problems for landscape and bio-diversity, but also for soil, water and air (CEC, 
1999). Such farming systems mainly apply to large-scale arable or horticultural production on 
the most fertile or accessible land and intensive livestock. It also applies to dairy production 
in other areas, where very large numbers of stock are concentrated on relatively small areas of 
land or are kept in large buildings for all or most of the year. Intensive systems often involve 
significant modification of water resources - increased irrigation in arid areas and horticulture, 
and widespread land drainage in wetter areas - and the application of fertilisers and crop 
protection products to arable, horticultural and fodder crops, including grass. Intensive 
livestock systems also produce large quantities of manure and other wastes and a range of 
veterinary products are used. Large areas of land, which are drained, ploughed and managed 
by large machinery can be prone to soil erosion.  
 
Denmark, Belgium, the Netherlands, Luxembourg and northern France, southern Sweden, 
northern Italy, and many lowland regions of Germany and the UK now have predominantly 
intensive and specialised farm structures. Intensification, particularly for horticultural crops, is 
also an increasing feature of farming along the coastal strips of Spain, Portugal, southern 
France and Greece. In southern Finland and across much of Ireland, the most productive dairy 
and crop farming areas have also been affected by this trend. 
 
Intensification of production is mainly observed in regions where agriculture is most 
productive. Some European regions have competitive advantage compared to others through 
better biophysical conditions, more rationalised farm structures and the integration of primary 
production with food processing industries or through well-equipped farm extension services. 
Pig production, for example, is largely concentrated in regions with the available 
infrastructure for production and processing industries, with easy access to the main 
consumption regions (e.g. Denmark, the Flanders region in Belgium, the Netherlands, 
Bretagne and the Po Valley area in Italy).  
 

Marginalisation and abandonment 
This tends to occur in remote areas or on less fertile land where traditional extensive 
agriculture is threatened by its inability to compete effectively with intensive production in 
other regions. In these areas, farm incomes are low and there are few incentives for young 
people to take on farms from the previous generation. As older farmers retire, land may be 
abandoned, leading to the loss of traditionally managed, semi-natural habitats and an 
increased risk of disasters such as fires, particularly in arid regions. Alternatively, land may be 
consolidated into larger holdings which are managed with much less labour so features and 
habitats become degraded - a style of farming which has been termed 'ranching'. Among 
northern Member States, significant areas of farmland in Finland, Ireland, the mountainous or 
hilly parts of Germany and the UK suffer from this phenomenon and it is also recognised as 
an increasing threat to the mainly small, mixed farms of Austria. In the south, marginalisation 
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and abandonment are significant problems across much of the interior of southern France, the 
Iberian Peninsula and Greece, and in many parts of Italy. 
 
Generally speaking, intensive agriculture has increased in Europe over the past few decades at 
the expense of more traditional systems. Whilst in some northern regions this trend has now 
slowed as most farms have restructured, it continues in southern Europe where many farms 
remain small, diverse and heavily dependent upon labour.  Austria is unusual, in that despite 
having many small farms and high labour use, farm sizes and types have remained fairly 
stable over the past ten to fifteen years. Austria appears to have experienced a lower incidence 
of both these trends than other Member States, perhaps because of the willingness of its 
consumers and taxpayers to support the maintenance of Austria's particular style of farming, 
to a greater extent than is evident elsewhere. For example, 8% of Austrian farms are organic. 
 
The spread of intensive methods on crop and livestock farms has led to a loss of bio-diversity 
and increased pollution in many Member States. It has also increased the energy used in the 
sector and its contribution to major problems such as global warming due to greenhouse 
gases, the degradation of river, sea and ground water, soil erosion and contamination, and acid 
rain. In areas including central Germany, southern England, northern France, Denmark and 
Flanders in Belgium, intensification within the last twenty years has also involved a 
significant loss of permanent pasture land to cropping, which has increased its vulnerability to 
many of these other problems.  
 
In many southern Member States, the most significant change in land use in recent years has 
been associated with the development of irrigated and highly intensive horticulture on flat 
areas of land (often along coastal strips), while the traditional, small-scale irrigated 
polyculture which was practised further inland and often on sloping ground, has declined. 
 
At the same time, the area of marginal land in Europe that is threatened by abandonment and 
inadequate management has increased, due to increased competition within the single 
European market and in the wider global economy. Abandonment, degradation and economic 
decline now threaten both the extreme north and south of Europe and especially those areas 
where harsh natural conditions, poor soils and remote locations increase the costs of 
agricultural production and rural populations are falling. These include central and northern 
Finland and Sweden, the German Alps, western Ireland and the extreme north of the UK, as 
well as much of inland Spain, Portugal and Greece, and parts of Italy and southern France. 
 

The European model of agriculture 
European agriculture is characterised by a broad heterogeneity of production systems with 
wide-ranging geographical features. The multi-functional nature of European agriculture and 
its role in conserving the countryside is vital to understanding agriculture’s role in society, 
and its importance for the economy and the environment. This is also acknowledged with the 
reforms of Europe’s agricultural policy during the past decade (e.g. under Agenda 2000 and 
the Luxembourg agreement from 2003). This ‘European model of agriculture’ focuses on the 
key features for agricultural development in the near future. In this context, emphasis is 
placed upon establishing an economic sector that is versatile, sustainable, competitive and 
dispersed throughout Europe. It must be capable of maintaining the countryside, conserving 
nature and making a key contribution to the vitality of rural life. 
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The total number of agricultural holdings in the current EU-25 exceeds 8 million (Table 1; 
Table 3). Farm size on average in the EU-15 is below 20 hectare; farm size has increased 
everywhere in Europe. There is a marked difference in farm structures between northern and 
southern countries, with the average size much larger in the former than in the latter. Small 
farms (below 10 hectare) dominate in Portugal, Italy and Greece. In contrast, large holdings 
with average farm size over 50 hectare are mainly observed in the eastern parts of Germany 
and the UK, the central parts of Spain and France.  The number of agricultural holdings 
decreases over time. Changes can be characterised as substituting capital for labour. Tight 
margins from production have been an incentive to increase farm size and to generate income. 
On average, the decrease of agricultural holdings is around 2-3 per cent per annum. Since 
1980, the decline of all farms was most pronounced in Denmark, Luxembourg and Belgium. 
In these countries, the number of holdings declined by some 50 per cent during a period of 
around 25 years. Utilised agricultural area (UAA) is rather stable over time, and farm size 
increases with the reduction of the number of holdings to enable rationalisation of production 
and economies of scale through the more efficient use of fixed inputs as land and labour.  
 
Table 2 Agricultural holdings: Total number and average size, 1993 and 2000 
 1993 2000 1993 2000 
  Holdings (x 1000) Average size (hectares) 
EU15  6,771  18.7 
EU12 7,264 6,410 16.4 18.2 
Belgium 76 62 17.6 22.6 
Denmark 74 58 37.1 45.7 
Germany 606 472 28.1 36.3 
Greece 819 817 4.3 4.4 
Spain 1,384 1,287 17.9 20.3 
France 801 664 35.1 42 
Ireland 159 142 26.8 31.4 
Italy 2,488 2,154 5.9 6.1 
Luxembourg 3 3 37.4 45.3 
Netherlands 120 102 16.8 20 
Austria  200  17 
Portugal 489 416 8.1 9.3 
Finland  81  27.3 
Sweden  81  37.8 
United Kingdom 244 233 67.3 67.7 

Source: Eurostat Farm Structure Survey 
 
 

Farming is a part-time activity for considerable parts of Europe 
 
The extent of part-time farming may indicate the occurrence of holdings with insufficient 
work to fulfil the amount of work required for an Annual Work Unit (AWU). It reflects the 
potential need for additional activities in order to maintain a viable agriculture. Regions might 
be susceptible to the occurrence of marginalization in case they have a high share of farms 
without sufficient other gainful activities that also have insufficient activities to meet the 
requirements to fulfil the standards on AWU. The number of people working on agricultural 
holdings (Table 2) exceeds the employment in agriculture (Table 3). This is due to the high 
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share of part-time farming. Part-time farming is measured as farm holders working less than 1 
Annual Work Unit on the farm (Table 3; Figure 1). The share of part-time exceeds 80 per cent 
in Greece, Spain, Italy several of the ten Member States who entered the EU in 2004 (Estonia, 
Latvia, Lithuania, Hungary, Malta, Slovakia and Slovenia).  
 
Table 2 People working on agricultural holdings in the EU15 
 1993 2000 
  Numbers x 1,000 
EU15 na 13,511 
Belgium 132 107 
Denmark 142 103 
Germany 1,478 1,137 
Greece 1,774 1,431 
Spain 2,571 2,439 
France 1,610 1,320 
Ireland 320 258 
Italy 4,762 3,964 
Luxembourg 8 6 
Netherlands 290 276 
Austria na 527 
Portugal 1,263 1,064 
Finland na 184 
Sweden na 157 
United Kingdom 651 539 

 
 
The age structure of agriculture is rather weak in large parts of Europe 
 
The age of the farmer is an indication of future succession, and more than half of the farmers 
in the EU are aged over 55 years. It might imply that land will be released in the near future. 
A significant question is whether such land will be taken over by other holdings. The share of 
farmers that are aged over 55 years is below 40 per cent in a few countries only (e.g. 
Germany, France, Luxembourg and Finland) (Table 3 and Figure 2). 
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Table 3 Some basic characteristics of European agriculture in 2003 (unless otherwise stated) (Note: 1 Figures for 2000) 
 Country Number of

holdings in 2003 
(in 1,000) 

  UAA in 2003 (in 
1,000 ha) 

Employment in 
agriculture in 2003 
(in 1,000 AWU) 

Share of part-time 
farming (in %) 

Share of farmers 
aged 55 and over 
(in %) 

Share UAA in 
total land area (in 
%) 

Belgium 55 1392 72 34 42 46
Denmark 49 2642 61 56 40 70
Germany 412 17008 689 57 25 51
Greece 824 3838 616 89 57 26
Spain 1141 25125 998 81 59 59
France 614 29697 914 49 38 56
Ireland 135 4373 160 44 42 64
Italy 1964 15097 1476 84 65 53
Luxembourg 2 128 4 43 37 50
Netherlands 86 1924 186 35 42 57
Austria  1991 3374 175   42
Portugal 4161 3814 455     41
Finland 75 2246 98 56  32 7
Sweden 68 3129 71 72 47 8
United Kingdom 281 16761 352 67 58 67
Czech Republic 46 3668 166 65 44 55
Estonia 37 829 38 90 50 18
Cyprus   136 32   67
Latvia 127 1582 141 81 50 40
Lithuania 272 2531 222 98 58 56
Hungary 7  73 5865 526 94 54 77
Malta 11 11 1 5 91 47 3
Poland   16136 2191   60
Slovenia 77 510 95 85  57
Slovakia 72 2236 119 93 52  51
EU-9 3598 89021 3914 71 53 56
EU-12   121798 5983   55
EU-15   130547 6327   43
EU-25   164051 9861   46



Figure 1 Share of part-time farming in agriculture (holders working less than 100% of 
an AWU) in 2003 (in %) 
Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
Note: Hamburg, Bremen, Berlin (Germany), Austria and Portugal in 2000 
 

ShareParttime
    < 60
60 - 80
  >= 80
No Data
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Figure 2 Share of farmers (holders) aged 55 years and over in 2003 (in %) 
Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
Note: Hamburg, Bremen, Berlin (Germany), Austria and Portugal in 2000 
 

ShareGE55
    < 40
40 - 60
  >= 60
No Data

 
 

Production capacity increases over time 
 
The production capacity of holdings increases over time, increasing capital-intensive and 
geographically specialised farming. This is mainly observed in regions where agriculture is 
most productive. It involves the development of agriculture in regions with competitive 
advantages, because of better biophysical conditions, more rationalised farm structures, the 
integration of primary production with food processing industries and well developed farm 
extension services. Such processes induce intensification and specialisation of production. 
 
Specialisation of farming has increased over time, and a majority of the holdings are 
accounted as specialised farms. Farm size of specialist cereal farms (Table 4) and specialist 
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vineyards (Table 5) (both in utilised agricultural area) doubled for specialist production units 
during a quarter of a century. 
 
 
Table 4 Farm size (in utilised agricultural area) for specialist cereals in 1980; 1990; 
  2000; 2004 in France; Denmark; Germany and Spain 

UAA per holding (in ha) 
Specialist cereals (type 11) Specialist cereals, oilseed and 

protein crops (type 13) 

Country 

1980 1983 1990 2000 2003 
Denmark 19 24 25 33 40 
France 41 43 39 71 74 
Germany 12 11 10 53 60 
Spain   29 34 49 52 

Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
 
 

Table 5 Farm size (in Utilised agricultural areas for specialist vineyards (in hectare) in 
   1980; 1990; 2000; 2004 in France and Germany 

UAA per holding on specialist vineyards Country 
1980 1990 2000 2003 

France 7 9 12 13
Germany 3 4 4 5

Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
 
 

Similar trends are also observed in livestock production units, with dairy farms also doubling 
production capacity in a period of some 25 years (Table 6).  
 
 
Table 6 Farm size (number of dairy cattle) for specialist dairying in 1980; 1990; 2000; 
   2004 in France, Germany, Netherlands and Spain;  

Number of dairy cows per holding on specialist dairying (type 41) 
Country 1980 1983 1990 2000 2003 

France 17 20 27 35 38 
Germany 15 18 21 32 36 
Netherlands 39 49 46 55 63 
Spain   8 11 21 27 

Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
 

In contrast, the production increases for specialist granivores exceed those of other sectors.  
Livestock production is concentrated in the Netherlands, Belgium, parts of Germany (e.g. 
Lower Saxony), France (Brittany), Spain (Catalonia) and northern Italy. In these regions, the 
Standard Gross Margin (SGM) more than doubled during the period since 1980 (Table 7). 
SGM reflects the economic size of the different activities which belong to a holding.  
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Table 7 Farm size (number of pigs) for specialist granivores (type 50) in 1980; 1990; 
  2000; 2004 in Brittany (France), Lower Saxony (Germany), Netherlands and 
   Lombardia/Emilia Romagna (Italy) 

  Country 
1980 1987 1990 2000 2003 

Niedersachsen           
Number of pigs per holding 117 190       
Total number of livestock units per holding   281 312
SGM per holding (in ESU) 14 14 16 69 127
            
Bretagne           
Number of pigs per holding 366 506       
Total number of livestock units per holding   400 432
SGM per holding (in ESU) 47 56 61 90 103
            
Lombardia           
Number of pigs per holding 683 525       
Total number of livestock units per holding   617 705
SGM per holding (in ESU) 45 45 92 126 156
            
Emilia-Romagna           
Number of pigs per holding 738 586       
Total number of livestock units per holding   567 647
SGM per holding (in ESU) 48 33 73 100 125
            
Netherlands           
Number of pigs per holding 368 659 741 1100 1381
Total number of livestock units per holding   339 399
SGM per holding (in ESU) 29 42 49 106 101

Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
 
 

Concentration of production in regions with competitive 
advantages 
 
Concentration of agricultural production increases. In combination with an increase in the 
degree of specialisation this results in an overall increase of farm size and even more so in an 
increasing share of production on larger holdings. In France for example, the share of 
holdings with specialist cereals with farm size of at least 30 hectare has increased by 50 per 
cent during the 1990s. The increase has been even larger for holdings that larger than 100 
hectares. The share of holdings with farm size exceeding 100 hectare increased from 10 per 
cent (situation in 1990) to reach a level of almost 30 per cent (situation in 2003) (Table 8). 
Similar trends are observed in Denmark, Germany and Spain. However, in comparison to 
France, farm size on average tends to be smaller in Denmark, and the group of largest 
specialist cereals in Germany are around 350 hectares. These are the holdings that are based 
in the eastern part of the country.   
 

 13



Similar to cereal production, concentration and specialisation of production is also observed 
in dairying. Table 9, for example, shows a trend with an increase in the share of larger 
production units in combination with an overall trend of larger production units. The share of 
largest production units increased more than proportional to the share of large units. In 
France, the number of holdings with dairy cows was halved during a period of less than 15 
year (i.e. going down from 226,600 holdings in 1990 to slightly below 114,000 holdings in 
2003). During this period, the share of holdings with at least 30 dairy cows doubled (from 30 
per cent to 60 per cent), but the number of dairy cows at holdings with over 100 dairy cows 
remained stable at around 120 animals. Similarly, the share of holdings with over 30 dairy 
cows in the Netherlands increased from 60 per cent (situation in 1990) to reach a level of 
around 80 per cent (situation in 2003). In contrast, structural changes in dairy production in 
Spain have been stronger than elsewhere. Here, the number of holdings with dairy cows was 
reduced by some 75 per cent during a period of less than 15 years. Meanwhile, the share of 
holdings with at least 30 dairy cows increased from 3 per cent (1990) to 23 per cent (situation 
in 2003). It mainly meant disappearance of small holdings with a limited number of animals 
during a period of less than 15 years.  
 
Table 8 Trend on the degree of concentration on specialist cereals/specialist cereals, 
  oilseed and protein crops in some parts of Europe 

Holdings classified by their area UAA (in ha) 

UAA per holding (in ha) 

Share holdings in total 
number of holdings 

(%) 
Country 

Farming 
type Year >= 100 >= 50 >= 30 Total >= 100 >= 50 >= 30

Total 
number 

of 
holdings

Denmark 11 1990 195 103 64 25 3 9 22 17740
 13 2000 187 108 73 33 5 16 32 21550
 13 2003 197 117 82 40 8 20 37 18590
     
France 11 1990 154 99 79 39 10 27 41 61010
 13 2000 168 126 108 71 27 49 61 102890
 13 2003 167 127 111 74 29 51 63 96380
     
Germany 11 1990                 
 13 2000 361 227 165 53 10 18 27 69080
 13 2003 359 233 172 60 12 21 30 66260
     
Spain 11 1990 208 124 92 34 7 19 30 159760
 13 2000 218 143 111 49 13 26 38 143540
 13 2003 215 147 119 52 15 28 38 136030

Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
 
Major structural changes are observed in intensive livestock production units. Overall, the 
total number of intensive livestock units declined, and the number of holdings with pigs had 
reduced by at least a third in most of the regions where pig production is concentrated (Table 
10). The concentration and specialisation of pig production has increased largely during the 
1990s. The share of the number of pigs that are grown on the largest holdings (with more than 
500 pigs) has increased, and the number of animals that are kept on such holdings has 
increased as well. Pig production in Italy (which is concentrated in the regions of Lombardia 
and Emilia Romagna) includes holdings with large number of pigs (the largest production 
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units in these regions are much larger than in the other regions). Also, there is a considerable 
share of production units with less than 50 pigs (Table 10).  
 
Table 9 Holdings (all farming types) classified by their number of dairy cows 

Holdings classified by their number of dairy cows 
Number of dairy cows per 

holding  
Share holdings in total 

number of holdings 
(%) 

Country Year 

>= 100 >= 50 >= 30 Total >= 100 >= 50 >= 30 

Total 
number 

of 
holdings 

France 1990 119 63 43 23 0 7 31 226610
 2000 120 66 47 33 1 17 54 128340
 2003 119 66 47 36 1 21 60 113930
    
Germany 1990         
 2000 256 99 62 31 3 14 35 152650
 2003 225 97 66 36 4 20 41 121820
    
Netherlands 1990 129 72 56 40 3 30 61 47080
 2000 132 75 62 47 6 43 69 35060
 2003 132 80 68 59 10 59 82 25000
    
Spain 1990 191 98 55 8 0 1 3 206750
 2000 183 93 57 16 1 5 14 77810
 2003 170 91 60 21 2 10 23 51030

Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
 
Table 10 Holdings with pigs (all farming types) classified by their number of livestock 
   units 

Holdings classified by their number of livestock units 

Number of pigs per holding  

Share holdings in total 
number of holdings 

(%) 

Country Year >= 500 
>= 
100 >= 50 Total >= 500

>= 
100 >= 50 

Total 
number 

of 
holdings 

Niedersachsen 1990         
 2000 2058 646 490 310 2 39 59 24360
 2003 2178 790 630 443 4 49 67 18140
   
Bretagne 1990 1918 791 569 304 2 35 52 21730
 2000 3111 1214 1056 897 10 72 85 9100
 2003 3231 1267 1144 1025 12 80 89 8360
   
Lombardia 1990 4016 1417 896 187 3 13 20 15410
 2000 4482 2190 1698 513 9 23 30 7480
 2003 4792 2552 2094 864 14 33 41 4850
   
Emilia-
Romagna 1990 4239 1448 969 171 2 11 17 11070
 2000 4871 1909 1412 344 5 17 24 4510
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 2003 4615 2103 1522 483 8 22 31 2750
   
Netherlands 1990 2631 782 598 473 3 51 76 29300
 2000 3238 1106 924 826 8 70 88 16430
 2003 3488 1307 1129 1041 11 76 92 10730

Source: Eurostat (FSS/Eurofarm) 
 
 

Structural changes in agriculture cause intensification and 
extensification 
 
Declining trends in agricultural production could result from farming to become less viability 
getting marginalised and eventually land to become abandoned. Marginalisation has 
sometimes far reaching consequences, both social, economic and ecological. Marginalisation 
and abandonment of agricultural land have become a serious threat to biodiversity and 
landscape features as well. Abandoned land generally turns into forest over time, but the 
newly established ecosystems generally are less important for threatened species than 
traditional landscapes (mainly semi-natural grasslands and other areas important for birds). In 
most cases until now, both ecological and socio-economic aspects of marginalisation have 
been solved by payments in support of biodiversity conservation and as reward for income 
loss due to application of specific management practices.  
 
Although marginalisation of agricultural land is not new in many European countries, its 
extent and speed of growth is evident most clearly in remote areas of Europe under harsh 
climatic and soil conditions, but also observed more locally throughout most of Europe. In 
fact, marginalisation became a structural problem of European agriculture. Driving forces 
behind marginalisation of European land lay in a range of local, national and European 
factors. The consequences operate on the local and regional scales, making their appearance 
in a change of the socio-economic position of the rural population in areas in question. 
However, vulnerability to marginalisation depends on the local or regional, social, economic, 
political and environmental conditions.  
 
A major driving force behind vulnerability of rural areas or marginalisation of agriculture is 
economic marginality. In areas, marginal for agriculture, agricultural productivity is often low 
because of climatic constraints, poor soils, poor accessibility of agricultural lands or 
traditional low-input agriculture. Food production not only depends on environmental 
constraints, but also on human choices, credit available to farmers, farmer education, 
infrastructure, international politics and markets and culture.  
 

Access to markets is a crucial location factor for farming 
 
Biophysical and climatic conditions are crucial for agricultural production, but access to 
markets, logistics and the availability of transport are crucial location factors. Rienks et al. 
(2005) explored factor that are critical for agriculture, and they identified factors for four key 
sectors i: 
- Arable farming: physical production conditions and the urban system (including price of 

land); 
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- Dairy production: the urban system (including price of land) and physical production 
conditions; 

- Intensive livestock production (pigs and poultry): transport and logistics and the 
environment; 

- Glasshouse production: transport and logistics and the urban system (land prices).  
 
The authors identified regions with largest potential for each of these production sectors, 
including the Po valley region in northern Italy and the north-western part of Europe (delta 
region with high population density that encompasses the cities of London, Paris, Cologne 
and Amsterdam).  
 

3. EMERGING TRENDS ON FARMING SYSTEMS IN EUROPEAN 
AGRICULTURE 

 
This section explores several trends in European agriculture, identifying farming systems that 
emerge over time.  
 

Farm responses to consumer demands and changes in the agrifood 
chain (food processors and retailers) 
 
In response to consumer demands for environmentally friendly products and sustainable 
production methods, food processors and food retailers have started to scrutinise their supplies 
as well as their suppliers. Not only do they want their suppliers to abide to the legal 
requirements, but also some of them have designed their own schemes to enhance food 
quality. Multiple quality management schemes are being set up in the agrifood sector, some of 
them initiated by farmers themselves, others by food processors and retailers (see for instance 
Schiefer and Helbig, 1997). 
 
A reduction of on-farm use of plant protection products is one of the main elements in these 
quality schemes. Depending on whether the products are sold fresh or go through some stage 
of processing, the retailer or the food processor respectively is taking the lead in demanding 
raw materials and fresh products with an improved environmental profile. For some of these 
companies it is just a trend in the market they cannot ignore. Others, however, have made 
selling products with a better environmental profile a key element of their marketing strategy. 
The use of plant protection products is an important issue in the corporate effort to develop 
more environment friendly production methods. Food processors and retailers have started to 
collaborate with their suppliers and with agronomic research institutes, on the design and 
implementation of sustainable cultivation methods. 
 
Food processors 
 
Food processing firms employ various strategies to maintain or improve the quality of the raw 
material they use in manufacturing food products. These include attribute or component 
pricing, production contracting of specific attribute raw materials, supplier partnering, and 
vertical integration (Connor and Schiek, 1997). First, they can offer price premiums for raw 
material that has a more than proportional share of a desired component and/or a price 
discount for low levels of the component. Thus, suppliers are encouraged to deliver more of 
the desired attributes in their products. The essential criterion is that the purchasing firm has 

 17



the technical capability to measure the component or attribute when they make the purchase. 
Second, if attribute profile of raw material is affected by agricultural production practices, 
food processing firms can attempt to encourage their suppliers to use standard production 
systems, like Good Agricultural Practice (GAP). Particularly if processing efficiency depends 
on a uniform attribute profile, purchasing firms want all of their suppliers to use the same 
cultivation methods. Production contracts (or vertical contracts) are the mechanism used by 
purchasers to secure raw material with specific attributes. As part of such contracts, food 
processors may provide some of the key resources needed in the agricultural production 
process, like seeds and agrochemicals. When attributes cannot easily be measured at the point 
of purchase, food-processing firms are more likely to require their suppliers to utilise specific 
production practices. The use of plant protection products is one of such attributes.  
 
Retailers 
 
Retailers have followed similar strategies to guarantee the quality of the agricultural products 
they purchase. Of course, this is only useful for fresh produce, where no food processor is 
involved. Vertical contracts and supplier partner shipping is increasingly used by large 
retailers in their relationship with farmers, farmers’ co-operatives and wholesalers. Retailers 
have also collectively developed quality requirements for their suppliers of fresh produce. The 
EUREP (Euro-Retailer Produce Working Group), developed by 14 major European food 
retailers, is such an initiative developing a Code of Good Agricultural Practice (GAP).  
 

The EUREP GAP Protocol sets out a framework for Good Agricultural Practice 
(GAP) on farms. It defines essential elements and develops best practice for the global 
production of horticultural products (e.g. fruits, vegetables, potatoes, salads, cut 
flowers and nursery stock). It defines the minimum standard acceptable to the leading 
retail groups in Europe, and will be used as a benchmark to assess current practice, 
and provide guidance for further development. EUREP GAP is a means of 
incorporating Integrated Pest Management (IPM) and Integrated Crop Management 
(ICM) practices within the framework of commercial agricultural production (EUREP, 
1999: 5). 
 

Reduction in the use of agrochemicals is a major goal in the EUREP GAP initiative. In the 
terms of reference it is stated that the EUREP wants to “encourage adoption of commercially 
viable ICM schemes for fresh produce, which promote the minimisation of agrochemical 
inputs, within Europe and world wide” (EUREP, 1999: 8). The introduction to the Protocol 
itself states that all growers must demonstrate that they are committed to reducing the use of 
agrochemicals (EUREP, 1999: 18). The introduction also stresses the importance of IPM/ICM 
cultivation methods, by stating that EUREP members regard the adoption of IPM/ICM as 
essential for the long-term improvement and sustainability of agricultural production. Other 
instructions on plant protection include the choice of chemicals, records of application, 
methods of application, chemical plant protection residue analysis, and storage of plant 
protection products. 
 
Certification schemes promoted 
 
In conclusion to this trend in the agrifood sector, quality assurance schemes are developed as 
a basis for protocols of Good Agricultural Practice and the promotion of  farming practices 
that meet societal demand. Permanent partnerships and contracts developed in the food chain, 
focused on quality production and mutual competitiveness, as well as tracking and tracing 
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systems. Increasingly, this also includes measures to control animal welfare and human health 
concerns. To implement, farmers keep records of all on-farm activities (crop varieties, 
pesticides use, irrigation and nutrient management, apply Integrated Crop Management (ICM) 
Programmes, and adopt Codes of Good Agricultural Practice. 
 

Bioenergy production has gained momentum 
 
Bioenergy is the energy derived from biomass, including biofuels. The organic biomass 
material used can be wood, agricultural crops, forestry or agricultural residues or organic 
waste. The EU has set the ambitious 2010-target to double the share of renewable energy 
sources in gross inland consumption from 5.4% in 1997 up to 12% by 2010.  
 
Agriculture can make a key contribution to meeting these targets. The EU has a significant 
potential for the production of biofuels. It is estimated that between 4 and 13% of total 
agricultural land would be needed to produce the amount of biofuels to reach the level of 
liquid fossil fuel replacement required for the transport sector in Directive 2003/30/EC 
(Biofuels Research Advisory Council, 2006). Changes in agricultural production, productivity 
and the CAP measures are needed to meet the ambitions. 
 

Multifunctionality is an important feature of European agriculture 
 
Multifunctionality in agriculture is promoted by a range of instruments and new actors get 
involved (e.g. tourist organisations, drinking water companies, nature conservation groups or 
municipality boards). In the Netherlands, for example, environmental co-operatives have been 
established to respond to changes in societal demand on the role of agriculture in the rural 
countryside. Helming and Wiggering (2003) for example, examined a range of cases, 
applying the concept of multifunctionality in agriculture in the context of sustainable land 
development and the characterisation and assessment of landscapes. In addition, Brouwer 
(2004) provides a state-of-the art overview of the current understanding of strategies - and 
their implementation through the adoption of suitable instruments - of sustainable 
management practices.  
 
Hagedorn (2002) explored the importance of institutional arrangements for co-operation in the 
field of environmental and landscape management. Here, several examples are presented of 
co-operation between farmers and other groups. New governance tool emerge, supporting 
broadening agricultural practices. In the Netherlands, for example, about 100 co-operatives 
focus on the management of meadow birds, management of landscape and bufferstrips.  The 
main activities include wild life and landscape management, provision of recreational 
products, strengthen environmental benefits and manage land resources for other users of the 
land. Such private initiatives support a range of public interests. 
 
Three dimensions of multifunctionality are distinguished (Figure 3) including the supply of 
agricultural commodities, features of rural areas (e.g. landscape management practices, 
biodiversity values) and management and use of resources (e.g. land, water, capital).  
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Figure 3 Dimensions of the multifunctionality of farming (source: Knickel et al., 2004) 
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Table 11 shows the different sources of income from agriculture. 
 
Table 11 Importance of different activities in different countries in terms of number of 
  farms involved (1998) 
 EU-7 DE ES F IRL IT NL UK 

 Total % of 
total 

% of total 

Organic farming 71,754 1.4 0.6 0.6 1.2 0.6 1.9 0.9 0.6 

Quality production 595,696 11.4 7.5 18.5 26.8 0.1 6.2 2.8 1.4 

Short chains 1,048,487 20.1 6.5 7.4 15.0 0.5 34.6 5.6 6.3 

Agro-tourism 109,697 2.1 11.6 0.2 2.4 1.3 0.2 2.3 8.3 

New on-farm activities 28,237 0.5 0.8 n.a 0.2 0.2 0.1 4.1 6.9 

Diversification 166,372 3.2 3.9 3.2 5.4 11.2 1.2 10.9 4.6 

Nature management 379,526 7.3 18.7 4.6 13.3 23.5 1.8 11.1 19.8 

Source: Knickel et al. (2004).  

Intensive systems are subject to a permit  
Extensive systems will remain to play a key role in managing and conserving the countryside 
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New agreements are established 
 
Interaction between agrifood sector, other private actors and public policies. Farmers interact 
with private organisations in the agrifood sector (e.g. retailers and food processors), co-
operate with NGOs with specific expertise or consumer groups. In addition, new types of co-
operation emerge with water suppliers and other organisations with a specific interest in 
agriculture (e.g. nature organisations). Co-operative agreements are voluntary agreements 
entered into as a result of negotiations between farmers and water supply companies. Such 
agreements have to meet the four key requirements (Brouwer et al., 2003). They must be: 
• established on a voluntary basis between farmers and water suppliers (but can include 

other stakeholders) and relying on the self-interest of the parties involved; 
• based on self-regulation among the key actors;  
• involve the water supplier, either in the negotiation process and/or in the provision of 

financial resources; and 
• targeted to a specific area (e.g. water catchment area; water protection zone). 
 
CAs are independent from agri-environmental programmes, although these two instruments 
may complement each other. More than 500 agreements are observed in the EU, with some 
75,000 farms involved and covering around 2.5 million hectares (Table 12).  
 
T
 

able 12 Occurrence of CAs in the EU and some basic features 
 
Country Number  Farms  Agricultural land 
 
 

of CAs  involved  (1,000 ha) 
 
Austria 4  285  0.4  
Denmark 3  415  3  
Finland 1  400  10 
France 70  39,200  1,598 
Germany 435  33,200  850 
Luxembourg 1  12  0.2   
The Netherlands 9  1,490  4  
Sweden 3  100  3.4  
UK 1  10  0.9 
T
 

otal 527  ± 75,000  ±2,500 
 
 
 

4. Farm responses to policy change 
 

Agri-environmental programmes in the EU 
 
We will now explore the adoption at farm level of agri-environmental programmes in the EU. 
The uneven distribution of the implementation of agri-environment programmes is presented 
in Figure 5. More than three-quarters of the farmers have joined these programmes in most of 
Finland, Sweden, Austria and parts of Germany (Bavaria and Baden-Wuerttemberg). Here, 
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the programmes tend to be broad and shallow with a considerable number of farmers who 
meet the requirements adopted in the programmes.  
 
Figure 5 Share of holdings joining agri-environmental programmes in total number of 
   holdings in 2002 (%) (Source: FADN-CCE-DG Agriculture; adaptation LEI) 
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Cross-compliance puts incentives to farmers 
 
Mandatory system of cross-compliance is to be implemented by Member States from 2005 
onward, and applicable to farmers claiming direct payments. The main objective is to improve 
compliance with existing standards that were ignored in the past. Cross-compliance is based 
on the introduction of Statutory Management Requirements (SMRs) (19 regulations and 
directives), and also ensuring rules for Good Agricultural and Environmental Conditions 
(GAECs). Costs are involved for farmers who ignored standards in the past.  
 
Major efforts are required by farmers implementing European legislation. For example, 
considerable costs are involved by the farmers for implementing the Nitrates Directive, 
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including investments (manure storage and spreading, emissions) and management practices. 
Costs could be around 10% of annual farm operational costs. A recent European study 
(www.cross-compliance-fp6.eu) indicates the degree of compliance of the Nitrates Directive 
remains insufficient, with infringement procedures from the European Commission (e.g. the 
Netherlands and Italy). A high degree of non-compliance by farmers is observed with 
implementing the Nitrates Directive (up to 90% in Italy). Early indications on the 
implementation of cross-compliance indicate increased compliance with environmental 
standards (evidence found for several countries). The Nitrate directive creates main problems 
and costs in several countries with intensive production systems, and concern with farmers 
relate to the administrative requirements of policy, including the identification and 
registration of animals.  In conclusion, cross-compliance could create a level playing field, 
with harmonisation of requirements across Europe, also creating benefits to the environment 
and other public goods. 
 

5. Conclusions 
 
A general trend in agriculture includes decline in farm numbers, the increased farm size and 
relatively stable trends on utilised agricultural area.  More specific, changes take place in 
different parts of the agrifood chain.  Main features of the agrifood chain include (i) the 
concentration and internationalisation (mainly in northern european countries) to eliminate 
large differences in producer prices between countries and strengthen market of large 
retailers; (ii) vertical co-ordination among companies, which could enhance efficiency of 
production and guarantee safety and quality; (iii) fresh produce by supermarkets (more than 
60% in northwestern Europe) and control of product quality, with ICM gains importance (UK, 
Denmark, Netherlands, but less so in Germany). Here, vertical integration, value added 
processing, and the dual structure of agriculture are important components.  
 
The rise in personal income over time tends to increase demand for higher quality food, 
convenience products and more variety of food products, whereas public concerns regarding 
environment, food safety and ethics gain importance. Response to meet such challenges is 
taken by the agri-food sector (food processors and retailers), including quality control systems 
throughout the whole supply chain, differentiation of products to reach new food markets, as 
well as certification of products (labeling) 
 
Spatial scales are vital in understanding trends in agriculture. Although the general trend is 
intensification and concentration of production, extensification and marginalisation of 
production may be observed more locally.  
 
Perspectives for sustainable development need to be judged in the context of trends like: 
• New governance approaches that emerge for the promotion of sustainability in agriculture. 
• Not only tax payers but also other consumers are prepared to pay for sustainability. 
• Public-private co-operation arise, and be the basis for changes in farming practices. 
• CAP interacts with incentives from private  actors (agrifood sector, NGOs, water suppliers 

and others). 
• Intensive systems are subject to a permit system similar to non-agricultural businesses. 
• Extensive systems will remain to play a key role in managing and conserving the 

countryside. 
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Labour is an important issue in the context of trends in agriculture. Foreign labour is very 
common in European agriculture, with Polish workers being employed in agriculture in 
Germany and the Netherlands, (illegal) immigration of labour in Spain and Greece.  
 
Technological development is an important driver of structural changes in agriculture. 
However, the multifunctionality and the European model of agriculture do hardly consider 
such technological changes.  
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