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1. SUPPORT FOR YOUNG FARMERS – A POLITICAL PRIORITY FOR THE FUTURE CAP

Generational renewal in agriculture is a precondition for maintaining viable food production 
and improving the competitiveness of the sector. New entrants are needed to take over 
from retiring farmers, to invest and to modernise their agricultural holdings. However, in a 
situation where good agricultural land is scarce, they depend on the transfer of land from 
already existing farms. If their farms are to become more modern and competitive, they 
also need support for initial investments, access to loans, business advice and training. 

Policy makers are aware of this need. Facilitating generational renewal in the agricultural 
sector is a proposed focus area for Rural Development policy in the period 2014-20201. 
Already in previous programming periods, "Setting up of young farmers" and "Early 
retirement" measures aimed to achieve similar objectives. Furthermore, the proposed new 
rules for direct payments include additional income support aimed specifically at young 
farmers2, who could otherwise miss out on payments based on historical reference periods.

This brief takes a closer look at the agricultural labour force, with a view to describe the 
situation across the EU-27 and to underpin the need for continued policy support for 
generational renewal.

  
1 COM(2011) 627 final/2 
(http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/cap-post-2013/legal-proposals/com627/627_en.pdf)
2 COM(2011) 625 final/2
(http://ec.europa.eu/agriculture/cap-post-2013/legal-proposals/com625/625_en.pdf)
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2. FEWER, BIGGER FARMS OFFERING 
FEWER JOBS

In 20073, the EU-27 counted 13.7 million 
agricultural holdings with an average farm 
size of 13 hectares of utilised agricultural 
area (UAA) or about 11 ESU4. 

These average figures are generally 
bigger than what they were several years 
ago. In the EU-15, the average farm size 
increased from 17 to 22 hectares of UAA 
and from 15 to 24 ESU between 1995 and 
2007. For the EU-12, data are only 
available for the period 2003-2007, where 
the average farm size increased from 5.3 
to 6 hectares. 

At the same time, the UAA has remained 
rather stable (reaching 172.5 million 
hectares in 2007), with average rates of 
change of less than 1%. Thus, the 
observed increase in farm size was 
achieved through a reduction in the total 
number of farms. From 1975 to 2007, 
farm numbers in the EU-95 fell by more 
than 2.6 million (of which almost 1.8 
million in Italy and France alone), which 
stands for an average reduction of 83 000 
farms per year.

The decline of agriculture as an economic 
activity in terms of providing employment 
is a common characteristic of all EU 
Member States. Over the period 2000 to 
2007, agricultural labour input fell by 21% 
in the EU-27 (13% in the EU-15), with 
some Member States recording a stronger 
decrease, such as Estonia (-49%), 
Romania (-40%), Bulgaria and Slovakia 
(-36%). 

  
3 2007 is the latest year for which structural data of 
agricultural holdings are available. Results of the 
agricultural census 2010 are expected by the end of 2012.
4 ESU = Economic size unit (1 ESU = 1 200 Euros) gives a 
representation of the theoretical level of profit that can be 
expected on a farm. The economic size of the holding is 
calculated as the sum of the standard gross margins of 
the different agricultural activities on the holding. For 
more information, see
http://epp.eurostat.ec.europa.eu/statistics_explained/inde
x.php/Glossary:European_size_unit_(ESU)
5 EU-9 = the 9 members of the European Community in 
1973 (BE, DK, DE, IE, FR, IT, LU, NL, UK)

Structural trends in agriculture are thus 
characterised by:

• a constant decrease in the number of 
farms;

• an increase in the average farm size in 
hectares and in ESU; and

• a significant decline in the overall 
labour input in agriculture.

In 2007, more than 26 million persons 
worked regularly in the EU agricultural 
sector (Table 1). 

Table 1. The EU-27 agricultural labour 
force in 2007

FAMILY 
LABOUR FORCE

NON 
FAMILY 
LABOUR 
FORCE

24.827.070

Holder Holder's 
spouse

Other 
family 

members
13.441.210 6.128.820 5.257.010

1.842.330

71.3% M 19.9% M 63.3% M 72.1% M
28.7% F 80.1% F 36.7% F 27.9% F

Source: EUROSTAT, Farm structure survey, 2007

The above figures include part-time 
workers. The average labour input in the 
EU-27 in 2007 was less than one full-time 
worker per holding, ranging from 3.5 in 
the Czech Republic to 0.4 in Malta. The 
EU-15 has a higher share (51%) of 
full-time workers than the EU-12 (24%). 

Self-employment is the main category of 
work in agriculture (54%), contrary to 
most other sectors of the economy (less 
than 15% of total employment in the 
EU-27 in 2008). The share of 
self-employment increases for higher age 
groups, especially for those above the 
normal retirement age (Table 2). 
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Table 2. Self-employment in all economic 
activities and in agriculture in 2008

All economic 
activities

Agriculture, 
forestry and 

fishing 
75 years or over 63.7% 74.8%
65 years or over 50.8% 70.5%
50 years or over 21.6% 64.5%
25 years or over 16.1% 57.4%
15 years or over 14.8% 54.2%

Employers and self-employed / 
Total employment 

Source: EUROSTAT, Labour force survey, 2008

3. HOW OLD ARE EUROPE'S FARMERS?

The farming population in the EU-27 is 
rapidly getting older. For each farm holder 
younger than 35 years ("young farmers"), 
there were 9 farmers older than 55 years 
("elderly farmers") in 2007 (see Annex). 

This situation is slightly more pronounced 
in the EU-15 than in the EU-12. While 
Poland reached the highest value of 0.35 
young farmers for each elderly farmer, 
Portugal had the oldest farming 
population with only 0.03 young farmers 
for each elderly farmer.

On average, young farmers make up 6% 
of all farm holders (Map 1), with the 
highest share in Poland (12.3%), followed 
by the Czech Republic (9.8%), Austria 
(9.7%) and Finland (9.1%).

On the other hand, elderly farmers 
account for 55% of farm holders in the 
EU-27 (Map 2). These shares are highest 
in Portugal (73.4%), Bulgaria (70.3%) 
and Romania (67.5%), as well as in parts 
of Italy, Spain and the UK.

Map 1. Relative importance of young farmers in the EU-27, 2007
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Map 2. Relative importance of elderly farmers in the EU-27, 2007

Between 2003 and 2007, the share of 
young farm holders in the EU has 
declined, while the share of elderly farm 
holders has increased (Graph 1). 

Graph 1: Share of farm holders by age 
group, 2003-2007
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Source: EUROSTAT, Farm structure survey, 2003-
2007

In the EU-15, the number of young farm 
managers decreased more strongly 
(-47.6%) between 2000 and 2007 than 
the total number of farm managers 
(-15.3%) (Graph 2). On the other hand, 
the number of elderly farmers decreased 
only very slightly and even increased in 
some Member States. 
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Graph 2. Farm managers by age group in the EU-15, change (%) 2000-2007*
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* The increase in the total number of farmers in the UK is due to changes in statistical thresholds.
Source: EUROSTAT, Farm structure survey, 2000-2007

Similarly in the EU-12, the number of 
young farm managers decreased more 
strongly (-36.7%) than the total number 
of farm managers (-8.4%) (Graph 3). 

Again, it is only the group of elderly farm 
managers that has seen an increase in 
some Member States. 

Graph 3. Farm managers by age group in the EU-12, change (%) 2003-2007
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Source: EUROSTAT, Farm structure survey, 2003-2007

In absolute terms, both young and elderly 
farmers are most likely to work on small 
holdings. 

For young farmers, concentration in the 
smallest farms is more pronounced in the 
EU-12 than in the EU-15 (Graph 4). 
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Graph 4. Distribution of farm managers 
less than 35 years old among the 
different size classes of UAA in the EU, 
2007
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Farmers older than 55 years are 
concentrated in the smallest farm size 
classes across the EU-27 (Graph 5). 

Graph 5. Distribution of farm managers 
above 55 years old among the different 
size classes of UAA in the EU, 2007

0%

10%

20%

30%

40%

50%

60%

70%

Less
than 2

2  to 
<5

5 to
<10

10 to
<20

20 to
<30

30 to
<50

50 to
<100

100 or
more

EU-27 EU-15 EU-12

Source: EUROSTAT, Farm structure survey, 2007

The age distribution within different farm 
size classes shows that the majority of 
smaller farms tend to be farmed by 
elderly farmers: 62% of the farm 
managers in farms with less than 2 
hectares are above 55 years, a share that 
is decreasing with growing farm size 
(Graph 6). On the other hand, the share 
of young farmers is fairly constant around 
10% for all size classes above 10 
hectares; their share is lowest in the 
smallest size classes6.

  
6 However, given the larger number of holdings in the 
smallest size classes, the absolute number of young 
farmers working on small farms is significantly greater 
than the absolute number of young farmers working on 
bigger farms.

Graph 6. Farm managers by age groups in 
the different size classes of UAA in EU-27, 
2007
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4. LESS LAND FARMED BY YOUNG FARMERS

In 2007, young farmers farmed 8.6% of 
the total UAA in the EU-27 (Table 3). 

Table 3. Share of UAA farmed by farmers 
of different age class in the EU, 2007

<35 35-54 >55 
EU-27 8.6% 54.3% 37.3%
EU-15 8.2% 55.3% 36.9%
EU-12 9.7% 51.8% 38.5%
Source: EUROSTAT, Farm structure survey, 2007

Along with the decline in the number of 
young farmers goes a reduction of more 
than 20% in the overall area farmed by
young farmers between 2003 and 2007, 
corresponding to more than 3 million 
hectares7. This decline only affected the 
old Member States, whereas in the EU-12 
there was a slight increase (+4%, 
corresponding to almost 84 000 hectares), 
except for Romania (-19%, corresponding 
to almost -150 000 hectares), Cyprus and 
Malta (Graph 7).

  
7 Data for Poland are only available for 2007. In this 
section, aggregate 2003 figures for the EU-12 and EU-27 
are therefore not including data for Poland. 
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Graph 7. Hectares of UAA of young farm holders in the EU, 2003 and 2007
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Only in the EU-12 was there an increase 
in the area farmed by younger farmers 
(from 6.2% to 6.4% of the total UAA) 
between 2003 and 2007 (Graph 8), which 
is striking, considering the high rate of 
decrease of young farmers in these 
countries. It implies that those young 
farmers who have set up or remained in 
business have significantly increased the 
size of their holdings.

Graph 8. Evolution of young farmers' UAA 
as % of total UAA in the EU (without data 
for Poland), 2003-2007

EU-27

EU-15

EU-12

4%

5%

6%

7%

8%

9%

10%

11%

12%

EU-27 9.8% 8.6% 7.8%
EU-15 10.7% 9.2% 8.2%
EU-12 6.2% 6.1% 6.4%

2003 2005 2007

Source: EUROSTAT, Farm structure survey, 2003-
2007

This argument is supported by the 
increase in the average UAA per young 
farm holder from 16 to 22 hectares for the 
EU-27 between 2003 and 2007, an 
increase experienced by almost all EU 
Member States (Graph 9).
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Graph 9. Average UAA of young farm holders, 2003-2007

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

70

80

90
D

K

F
R

L
U

U
K

E
E

C
Z

S
K

S
E F
I

D
E

IE P
T

B
E

E
S

N
L

L
V

L
T

A
T IT B
G S
I

E
L

C
Y

H
U P
L

R
O

M
T

A
v
e
ra

g
e
 h

e
ct

a
re

s 
o
f 
U

A
A
 p

e
r 

fa
rm

2003 2007

Source: EUROSTAT, Farm structure survey, 2007

5. HIGHER TRAINING LEVELS FOR 
YOUNGER FARMERS

The majority of EU farm managers have 
acquired agricultural experience through 
practical work on the agricultural holding 
and only around 20% of them had 
attended some agricultural training in the 
EU-27 in 2005. A big part of this 
agricultural training consists of basic 
training8, as only 8.5% of farm managers 
completed full agricultural training9 in the 
EU-27 (11% in the EU-15 and 7% in the 
EU-12). Portugal, Spain, Italy, Greece, 
Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary and Slovakia
have the highest share of farmers without 
any type of agricultural training. 

The highest share of farmers with full 
agricultural training is among young 
farmers (17%). In the older age groups, 
more than 90% of the farmers older than 
65 years and more than 80% of the 
farmers between 55 and 64 years 

  
8 Basic training is any training courses completed at a 

general agricultural college and/or an institution 
specialising in agriculture associated subject. A 
completed agricultural apprenticeship is regarded as 
basic training.

9 Full agricultural training is any training course continuing 
for the equivalent of at least two years full-time training 
after the end of compulsory education and completed at 
an agricultural college, university or other institute of 
higher education in agriculture or an associated subject.

acquired their knowledge only from 
practical experience (Graph 10).

Graph 10. Agricultural training of farm 
managers by age class in the EU-27, 2005
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6. YOUNG FARMERS PERFORM BETTER 
THAN OLDER ONES

Holdings managed by young farmers are 
different in many ways from holdings 
managed by elderly farmers. Younger 
farmers show higher levels than the EU 
average for the following characteristics: 
40% more economic size units, 37% more 
hectares of UAA and 26% more labour 
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use10. Likewise, their labour productivity 
in terms of economic output per full-time 
equivalent worker is higher than the 
average, as is the number of hectares 
managed per AWU. Farmers older than 55 
years perform below the average for all 
indicators: 38% fewer economic size 
units, 33% fewer hectares of UAA and 
15% less labour use. They produce less 
economic output and manage fewer 
hectares per full-time equivalent worker 
than the average, with values significantly 
below those of young farmers (Graph 11).

Graph 11. Performance of young and 
elderly farmers in the EU-27, 2007
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10 Labour use is measured in annual work units. One 
annual work unit, abbreviated as AWU, corresponds to the 
work performed by one person who is occupied on an 
agricultural holding on a full-time basis.

7. CONCLUSIONS

The above analysis highlights three key 
points:

• The agricultural labour force in the EU 
is ageing; overall numbers of young 
farmers are decreasing significantly across 
the EU while numbers of older farmers are 
decreasing only slightly, thereby 
augmenting the share of elderly farmers 
in the workforce. These figures suggest 
that elderly farmers are not retiring and 
passing on their farms to the younger 
generation at a rate that would lower the 
average age of the agricultural work force 
sufficiently to facilitate structural change, 
improved efficiency and innovation.

• Young farmers are constrained by their 
lack of access to land. Close to 70% of 
them work on farms smaller than 10 ha. 
At the same time, the share of agricultural 
land farmed by young farmers is 
decreasing.

• Young farmers are better trained and 
they perform better in terms of economic 
potential, farm size and labour 
productivity than older farmers. 

These findings underline the importance 
of providing support for the transfer of 
farm businesses from one generation to 
another and help counter the declining 
numbers of young farmers in agriculture. 
Attracting new entrants to a sector 
characterized by low average income 
levels and various sources of uncertainties 
is a challenge that needs to be urgently 
addressed to secure the future of farming 
and food supply in the EU.



10

8. ANNEX

Indicator

Measurement
Farmers <35 y.o. / 
Farmers >55 y.o. Farmers <35 y.o. Farmers >55 y.o.

Source
Year
Unit ratio value
Belgium 0.13 5.9 44.1
Bulgaria 0.04 3.1 70.3
Czech Republic 0.21 9.8 46.4
Denmark 0.13 6.0 44.6
Germany 0.26 7.7 30.0
Estonia 0.10 5.6 57.3
Ireland 0.14 6.9 50.9
Greece 0.12 7.0 57.2
Spain 0.07 4.5 61.3
France 0.19 7.9 40.9
Italy 0.04 2.9 68.0
Cyprus 0.04 2.5 58.2
Latvia 0.14 7.2 49.9
Lithuania 0.07 4.2 58.6
Luxembourg 0.13 5.2 39.6
Hungary 0.14 7.6 54.9
Malta 0.07 4.2 57.5
Netherlands 0.09 3.9 44.5
Austria 0.34 9.7 28.7
Poland 0.35 12.3 35.4
Portugal 0.03 1.9 73.4
Romania 0.06 4.3 67.5
Slovenia 0.07 4.0 58.5
Slovakia 0.06 3.6 60.1
Finland 0.25 9.1 36.2
Sweden 0.11 5.5 51.5
United Kingdom 0.04 2.6 61.7
EU-27 0.11 6.1 56.8
EU-15 0.09 5.0 57.5
EU-12 0.12 6.9 56.3

%

Age structure in agriculture

Eurostat, Farm Structure Survey
2007
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