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In 1998 the area devoted to organic farming in the EU1 covered 2 269 000 ha,
or nearly 2% of all agricultural land, on 1.4% of all agricultural holdings. Some
13 000 farms entered the organic farming conversion programme, 65% of
which were in Italy alone, so that Italy now accounts for 25% of all organic
land in the EU. Some 11 000 processors of organic produce are now
registered in the EU, 50% more than in 1997, while the number of registered
importers of organic produce has risen by a similar percentage, to 509 in
1998. In general, organic holdings are larger than average, however the
situation varies considerably from one country to another. As organic farming
practices are closely linked to livestock production, production of grass as
fodder is by far the most important use of organic land, though olives and
vineyards are important in southern Europe.
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Organic farming can be defined as an approach to
agriculture where the aim is to create integrated,
human, environmentally sustainable agricultural
production systems. Maximum reliance is placed on
self-regulating agri-ecosystems, locally or farm-derived
renewable resources and the management of ecological
and biological processes and interactions. Dependence
on external inputs, whether chemical or organic, is
reduced as far as possible.

In the European Union, the organic production of
agricultural products is regulated by Council Regulation
2092/91. This set out strict requirements which must be
met before agricultural products, whether produced in
the EU or imported from third countries, may be

marketed as organic. In particular, the Regulation
severely restricts the range of products that can be used
for fertilising and for plant pest and disease control, and
requires each Member State to set up an inspection
system to certify compliance with these principles.

 As described more deeply under “methodology”, the
data presented in this publication are all derived from
the annual report to the Commission from the Member
States. The data supplied in these reports did not allow
a distinction for all countries between farms fully
converted to organic production methods and those in
conversion, a period that takes two or three years,
depending on the crop. Therefore this publication treats
both as organic farms.
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In 1998 organic land covered an area of about
2 269 000 ha. in the EU or almost 2 % of total utilised
agricultural area, with considerable variation from one
country to another. Italy accounts for 25 % of EU´s
organic land, followed by Germany with ca. 20 %,

Austria ca. 13% and Spain ca. 12%. These four
countries alone account for almost 70 % of the total
organic area in the EU, but only 48 % of the total
agricultural area.
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The picture changes if the organic land is compared to
the total agricultural land in each country, see figure 1.
This shows clearly that the concept of organic farming
has been embraced more enthusiastically in the newer
Member States. Austria has the largest proportion of
organic land within the EU, with 8.4 % of the utilised
agricultural area given over to organic production

methods, while Finland and Sweden follow with 5.4%
and 4.1% respectively. Italy and Denmark also report
significant values, 3.9% and 3.5% respectively, while in
Germany 2.4% of agricultural land is used for organic
production. In most of the other Member States values
are less than 1%, while the average in EU is 1.8%
(excluding the Netherlands).

���1XPEHU�DQG�DYHUDJH�VL]H�RI�2UJDQLF�+ROGLQJV

Overall, organic farming in the EU is still very much a
minority activity with only 1.4% of all agricultural
holdings applying organic farming methods. However
the situation has changed rapidly in recent years, due to
a large number of newcomers into the sector, 8 400 in
Italy alone in 1998.  The largest percentage change was
in Portugal, which saw a 95% increase in the number of
organic farms in 1998, albeit from a very low base. The
number of organic farms in Belgium increased by 50%,
while Denmark saw an increase of 41%, both well
above the EU average. There is also considerable

variation between EU Member States in the absolute
numbers of organic farms. Almost 40 % of the EU´s
organic farms are found in Italy, though it should be
noted that holdings in Italy are on average much smaller
than other EU countries, except Greece. Austria, where
the average size of farms is just below the EU average,
accounts for 20 % of all organic farms, followed by
Germany, ca. 9%, and Spain, ca. 7%. These four
countries alone account for around 75 % of the total
number of organic holdings the EU, but only 60 % of the
total number of agricultural holdings.
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Again it is notable that the three Member States which
joined the EU in the latest enlargement in 1995 (Austria,
Finland and Sweden) are found among the four Member
States with the largest proportion of organic holdings
compared to total number of agricultural holdings. In
Austria almost 10 % of farms in 1998 were organic,
whereas the numbers for Finland, Denmark and
Sweden were 5.5%, 3.5% and 3.3% respectively.

$YHUDJH�VL]H�RI�2UJDQLF�+ROGLQJ

At EU level, organic farms are in general larger than the
average farm. This is particularly the case for Portugal,
where, on average, organic farms are five times larger
than the average farm, Ireland (two and a half times
larger), and Italy (more than twice the average size). On
the other hand, for those countries, where the organic
sector has reached a more mature stage, Austria,
Finland, Denmark and Sweden (all countries with more
than 3% organic farms), the size difference is much
smaller or non-existent.
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���6WDWLVWLFV�RQ�SURFHVVRUV�DQG�LPSRUWHUV

The Member States have also reported statistics on
numbers of processors and importers of organic
products2. However, the overall quality of the data
suffers from missing data for several countries, though
some insight can be gained by looking at the numbers.

The total number of registered processors in those
countries (including Norway) which have provided
information was 11,408 and 7,476 units in 1998 and
1997 respectively, an increase of over 50%.  These
figures cover a wide range of processors, from small
family-run bakeries producing organic bread for the
local market, to large companies who also ensure that
organic production in non-EU countries follows EU
norms and thus can be imported and processed in the
EU.
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³PHWKRGRORJ\�FKDSWHU´

As would be expected, the countries with the largest
populations, France, Germany and Italy, also have the
largest number of processors of organic produce. UK
stands out as the exception here, though as no data is
available on the size of these enterprises, it is not
possible to draw any conclusions from these figures.

The number of registered importers of organic produce
is considerably smaller (533 and 349 in 1998 and 1997
respectively), as would be expected, given the
requirement that importers must impose EU standards
on non-EU organic producers before they are permitted
to import and market their produce as organic. The
figures show nevertheless the same increasing trend
indicating a significant increase in the international flow
of organic produce.
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���6QDSVKRW�RI�WKH�RUJDQLF�SURGXFWLRQ�LQ�0HPEHU�6WDWHV

The graphs below illustrate the distribution of crops
grown on organic land, for the eight Member States
who have submitted information on this issue.

As organic farming practices are closely linked to the
livestock production, grassland & forage crops is the
most important land use for organic land area, though
olives and vineyard is important in southern Europe
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Council Regulation (CEE) No 2092/91 on organic
production of agricultural products requires
Member States to report to the Commission on
‘measures taken in the preceding year for the
implementation of this Regulation’. Standardised
forms on statistical data have been designed to
help harmonise this reporting procedure.

The statistical information on organic production
presented in this publication is based purely on the
information submitted by Member States in these
forms.

'DWD�WUHDWPHQW

As only a few Member States have given complete
answers to all the questions on organic farming,
the tables presented in this publication are the
result of what has been feasible under these
restrictions.

The reader should also be alerted to the fact that
units of producers, processors and importers
should not be added up, because the same
operator can appear in several categories, as
defined below, at the same time:

7HUPLQRORJ\

Producer/organic farmer is any natural or legal
person who operates an agricultural holding
involved in producing, packaging and initially
labelling as products of organic production
agricultural products produced in that holding.

Processor is any natural or legal person who
preserves and/or processes organic agricultural
produce (including slaughter and butchering of
livestock). Packaging and labelling as organic is
also considered as processing.

Importer is any natural or legal person who imports
from a third country with a view to the subsequent
marketing of the products above described.

Organic-production unit/holding/farm is a unit,
holding or farm complying with the rules of the
Regulation.
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