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Thirty years of agriculture in Europe
Farm numbers declining

as farms grow in size

Claude VIDAL

From the 1960s until the early 1990s, the main objective of the
Common Agricultural Policy with its various reforms was to guarantee
the security of supplies, boost productivity and ensure a fair standard
of living for farmers. In order to meet this challenge, the agricultural
sector in Europe had to undergo thorough restructuring. In particular,
it lost a large number of farms during these three decades as the
European Union progressively expanded.

Decline in the number of farms in Europe

Between 1967 and 1997, the number of farms fell by 42%, i.e. a loss of
2.7 million farms in the six EU founding members’. France, Germany
and lItaly lost 1 million, 700000 and 660 000 farms respectively
(Figure 1).
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Figure 1: Changes in the number of farms in EU-6 between 1967 and 1997

Of the six founding members, Italy is a special case. Almost two out of
three European farms and almost four out of five European farms of
less than 5 ha are located in Italy. The way in which farms in ltaly are
passed on from one generation to another results in the land being
progressively subdivided and hence also explains why the number of
farms in Italy has declined less sharply than in other parts of Europe
(22% in Italy) and, in particular, the number of farms of less than 5 ha
(20% in Italy as against 37% for EU-6 as a whole between 1967 and
1997).

! In this article, "Germany" (represented by a D* in the graphs) should be understood as the
West Germany up to the 1987 survey, and as the reunified Germany thereafier.



For the other five Member States, this reduction varies
between 56% in the Netherlands and 69% in Belgium
(Figure 2).

For the period 1975-1997, among the Member States
which joined the EU in 1973, the introduction of the
CAP led to a restructuring of the agricultural sector in
Ireland and Denmark. Both countries lost relatively
more farms than the founding members (35% and 52%
respectively as against 29% for EU-6). On the other
hand, the United Kingdom, where the agricultural sector
has always been composed of large farms, experienced
a fall of only 17%.
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Figure 2: Changes in the number of farms in EU-6 between
1967 and 1997

Between 1987 and 1997, there was a fall of 24% in the
number of farms in EU-12, which corresponded to a
loss of 2 million farms (Figure 3). This development was
particularly marked in Spain and Portugal while the
number of farms in Ireland and France also fell steadily.
In Denmark, the sharp decline in the number of
agricultural holdings between 1975 and 1997 was
particularly evident from 1975 to 1987.

Finally, between 1995 and 1997, the decline continued
with a 5% fall in the number of farms in EU-15. This
time, the decline was scarcely affected by the entry of
three new Member States. However, there was an
apparent increase in the number of farms in Sweden
owing to the lowering of the threshold for the farms
surveyed.
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Figure 3: Changes in the number of farms in EU-12 between
1987 and 1997

Smallest holdings rapidly disappearing

Between 1967 and 1997, the agricultural sector in EU-6
lost almost 1.3 million farms under 5 ha, which accounted
for almost half the number of farms lost. The countries
which experienced the greatest losses were ltaly,
Germany and France which lost 430 000, 360 000 and
325 000 farms respectively.

The decline in the number of small farms (under 20 ha) in
EU-6 was more marked than the decline in the number of
farms as a whole (Table 1). In the five founding countries
other than Italy (cf. above) over 60% of agricultural
holdings of less than 5 ha and of 5-20 ha were lost
(Figure 4).
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Figure 4: Changes in the number of farms of less than
20 ha in EU-6 between 1967 and 1997

Change Average annual variations
UAA period 1967 - 1997 1967 - 1997 1967 - 1975 1975-1987 1987 - 1997
Less than 5 ha -37% -1.5% -2.6% -0.3% -2.2%
5-20 ha -63% -3.3% -4.2% -2.4% -3.6%
20 and more -6% -0.2% +1.1% -0.2% -1.3%
Total -42% -1.8% -2.6% -0.8% -2.3%

Table 1: Changes in the number of holdings by size of UAA in EU-6
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From 1975 to 1997, the reduction in the number of
holdings of less than 5 ha was more marked in
Ireland and Denmark than in the founding countries
(a reduction of 68% and 87% respectively as against
23% in EU-6).

For the 1987-1997 period, the number of holdings
under 5 ha fell by a quarter in the 12 EU Member
States. This reduction was most apparent in Spain
and Portugal which lost 40% of their farms in this
category (Figure 5).

Finally, between 1995 and 1997 the decrease in the
number of holdings under 5 ha remained steady in
EU-15 (7%). Ireland and Finland lost a quarter of their
farms under 5 ha whereas in Sweden (with its change
in threshold cf. above) the number of such farms
increased by one in six and in the United Kingdom by
one in eight.
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Figure 5: Changes in the number of farms of less than
5 ha in EU-12 between 1987 and 1997

Large farms on the rise

While there was a significant fall in the number of
small holdings across Europe, the number of farms of
50 ha and more increased steadily.

In Germany, the number of large farms in this
category increased by a factor of 4.4 between 1967
and 1997. In the old L&nder, this figure rose by a
factor of 3.8. German reunification was one reason
for this increase (14% of German agricultural
holdings of 50 ha and more were located in the new
Lander in 1997). Moreover, the very large farms in
the former East Germany were divided up, going from
an average UAA of 198 ha in 1993 to 174 ha in 1997.
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L: due to a smal number of holdings the calculation is not
meaningful (N. M.).

Figure 6: Increase in the number of farms of 50 ha and
more in EU-6 between 1967 and 1997

The number of holdings of at least 50 ha doubled
between 1967 and 1997 in the six EU founding
members. In Italy, the number of such farms rose by
only 17% but more than tripled in the Benelux states
(Figure 6).

Between 1975 and 1997, there was an increase of
74% in the number of large holdings in Denmark
where the agricultural sector underwent radical
restructuring. The United Kingdom, on the other
hand, witnessed a slight fall in the number of large
farms (Figure 7).

From 1995 to 1997, the general trend towards a
greater number of farms of 50 ha or more continued
in most of the EU Member States. In Greece the
number of such farms continued to fall. In the United
Kingdom, concentration among such farms has also
led to a reduction in number. In Portugal there
appears to have been a reversal of the trend to
increasing number of large holdings. In Finland, their
number increased by 17% in two years however.
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Figure 7: Changes in the number of farms of 50 ha and
more in EU-9 between 1975 and 1997
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More UAA per farm

As the UAA in EU-6 was relatively stable (around 60
million hectares) between 1967 and 1997, the
changes in the average UAA per agricultural holding
were strongly linked to the fall in the number of
holdings. In EU-6, the average UAA per farm rose
from 10 ha to 17 ha in thirty years. The developments
explained above were again evident because the
average UAA rose only by 7% in Italy and more than
doubled in the five other EU Member States
(Figure 8).

Between 1987 and 1997, the reorganisation of the
farming sector in Spain and Portugal was
characterised by a sharp increase in the average
UAA. In Germany, the UAA almost doubled over this
period because of the inclusion of the very large
farms from the new Lédnder. The United Kingdom and
Greece were the only countries where the average
UAA per farm remained relatively unchanged
(Figure 9).

The distribution of farms by UAA classes in 1975,
1987 and 1997 shows the strong tendency towards
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Figure 8: Changes in the average UAA in EU-6 between

1967 and 1997
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Figure 9: Changes in the average UAA in EU-12 between
1987 and 1997
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Figure 10: Percentage distribution of the number of farms by size of UAA in 1975, 1987 and 1997

Statistics in focus — Theme 5 — 1/2000

eurostat




By comparing the distribution of the number of
holdings with the total UAA for each UAA class
(Figure 11) it is possible to examine the holdings in
greater detail. Hence Spain and Portugal had few
holdings of 50 ha and over, but their average UAA
was very high. The United Kingdom had a large
number of holdings in this category whose average

UAA was also very high (one holding in three and 5/6
of the UAA). In the same way, holdings of 50 ha and
over in Germany in 1997 had a high average UAA,
largely because of reunification. On the other hand,
in Belgium, Ireland, the Netherlands and Finland,
holdings of 50 ha and more did not have a very high
average UAA.
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Figure 11: Percentage distribution of UAA by size of UAA for holdings in 1975, 1987 and 1997

Steady increase in economic size

The economic size of agricultural holdings can be
represented by the standard gross margin (SGM)
which they produce. Expressed as European Size
Units (ESUs), it is comparable in time and space.

From 1975 onwards, the economic size of farms has
risen in every country including later entrants with the
expansion of the European Union (Figure 12).
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Figure 12: Share of the SGM produced according to economic size of holdings in 1975, 1987 and 1997
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The total SGM generated by agricultural holdings in
EU-9 grew by a factor of 2.3 between 1975 and 1997
(Table 2).

The loss of those farms which were economically the
smallest has been much more significant. Thus,
between 1975 and 1997, 43% of farms with an SGM
under 4 ESU compared to only 7% of farms over 4
ESU were lost in the first nine EU Member States.
The number of farms with an SGM of at least 40 ESU
increased almost sixfold.

There has thus been a significant increase in the
economic size of agricultural holdings. This is due, on
the one hand, to the physical concentration of farms
(drop in numbers and increase in physical size) and,
on the other, to an overall gain in productivity.

Economically large agricultural holdings are, on the
one hand, farms which are physically large such as
those in the United Kingdom and, on the other,
intensive farms like those in Belgium and the
Netherlands. In these countries, the SGM per hectare
is almost four times the European average. In
Denmark, the SGM per holding is three times the
European average because of a combination of the
above two factors.

EU-9 EU-12 EU-15
1975 1997 1987 1997 1995 1997
Total SGM (millions of ESU) 39.6 89.7 93.3 110.0 109.9 116.6
Average Value(ESU) 6.8 21.6 10.8 16.7 14.9 16.7
SGM Growth during the period +218.3% +54.4% +11.9%
per holding Annual growth +5.4% +4.4% +5.8%

Table 2: Evolution de la MBS européenne

In 1975, holdings under 4 ESU in the six EU founder
members (almost two out of every three holdings)
generated one eighth of the total SGM. In 1997, for
the same countries, one has to take all holdings
under 16 ESU, i.e. half of all holdings, to generate the
same proportion of total SGM.

In 1997, one in ten European farms produced two
thirds of the total SGM. Half of all holdings generated
95% of SGM. The economic weight of the other half
of agricultural holdings was therefore very
insignificant. These holdings nevertheless played a
significant role in terms of land management and

conservation of the countryside (Table 3).

EU-9 EU-12 EU-15
Percentage of ... Economic size
1975 1997 1987 1997 1995 1997
Less than 4 ESU 60.1% 48.0% 56.8% 51.4% 52.8% 50.5%
Number of

holdi 4 to less than 40 ESU 38.1% 37.1% 37.3% 38.1% 37.9% 38.9%

oldings
40 ESU and over 1.9% 14.9% 5.9% 10.5% 9.3% 10.5%
Less than 4 ESU 12.3% 3.4% 7.9% 4.9% 5.2% 4.8%
SGM 4 to less than 40 ESU 67.7% 25.5% 46.0% 30.9% 34.5% 31.9%
40 ESU and over 21.0% 71.1% 46.1% 64.2% 60.2% 63.3%

Table 3: Percentage of holdings by economic size
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Owner-occupied farms still the most common type of agricultural holding

100%

80% 1 -

60% |- - - -

40% |- -

20% - A |-

0% - T T T \
B DK D* EL E F

IRL

| L

m 1975 @1987 01997

Figure 13: Share of UAA used by owner-occupied farms in 1975, 1987 and 1997

In  EU-15, owner-occupied and tenant farms
accounted for 98% of the types of agricultural holding
in the UAA in 1997.

In 1970, in EU-6, broadly two thirds of the UAA was
given over to owner-occupied farms and one third to
tenant farms. Between 1970 and 1997, there was a
steady increase in tenant farming at the expense of
owner-occupied farming. In 1997, the proportion of
the UAA farmed by owner-occupied holdings fell to
almost 47% in EU-6 and tenant farms became the
most common type of agricultural holding.

These trends are discernible in EU-12 and EU-15
over shorter periods and are thus less pronounced.
Thus between 1987 and 1997, the proportion of the

UAA managed by owner-occupied farms in EU-12 fell
from 68% to 58%. In EU-12 as in EU-15, the majority
of farms have been owner-occupied. In 1997, 59% of
the UAA in EU-15 was still farmed by owner-occupied
holdings.

The situation nevertheless differs from country to
country, doubless because of various traditions and
legislation relating to the land (Figure 13).

This phenomenon is due, on the one hand, to the
sharp decline in the number of small farms which are
usually owner-occupied. On the other, the need for
large amounts of capital to purchase farms of ever
increasing size often leads to tenant farming.

Abbreviations used

The utilised agricultural area (UAA) is the area used for farming, i.e. arable land, permanent grassland, permanent crops and

kitchen gardens.

The gross margin of an agricultural holding is the monetary value of gross production, from which certain specific
corresponding costs are deducted. The standard gross margin (SGM) is the value of the gross margin corresponding to the

average situation of a given region for each farm activity.

The economic size of the holding (or the total standard gross margin) is defined on the basis of the total standard gross margin
of the holding. It is expressed in European size units (ESU) and corresponds to ECU 1 000 up to 1983, 1 000 in 1985 and

ECU 1 200 since 1987.
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