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Differences between Family Farming and Other Types of

Farming in the EU

Elke Plaas1

Ladies, Gentlemen,

I am delighted to be able to speak to you here today about “Differences between family

farming and other types of farming in the EU”. I am research fellow at Göttingen University

and I am a family farmer myself in my native country Germany.

All of you have excellent knowledge of the agricultural structures of our farms. Family farms

are the foundation on which the EU's Common Agricultural Policy has been established.

95 % of our farms are family farms. In my opinion, it is very important that we consider in the

following discussion, what Alan Matthews2 has written last year: All small farms are family
farms, but not all family farms are small farms.

Types of farming in Germany and in the EU

There are many different combinations such as partnerships (GbR, OHG, KG), registered

cooperatives (eG), limited liability companies (GmbH), investment companies, producer

groups, purchasing groups, joint management, even cooperatives that concentrate on urban

farming and other – with and without family farmers. I do not want to go into further details

about the various organizational structures of agricultural enterprises. There are many more

differences between the legal basis and tax-related features. All they have in common is their

economic benefit3. They want to produce at lower costs to achieve reasonable profits. In all

different organized farm types the farmers are linked by contract or like a kind of

neighborhood assistance. Sometimes they provide labor; in many cases they are sharing

machines. Many of these associations and communities are not clearly visible in the official

agricultural statistics.

1 Dr. Elke Plaas, Georg August University Goettingen, Germany. Research Fellow at the Department of
Agricultural Economics and Rural Development (DARE), farmer. Mail to: elke.plaas@agr.uni-goettingen.de
2 For more details see: http://capreform.eu/family-farming-and-the-role-of-policy-in-the-eu/
3 Davidova, S. and Thomson, K.: Family Farming: a Europe and Central Asia Perspective
http://www.fao.org/fileadmin/user_upload/Europe/documents/Events_2013/FF_EUCAP_en.pdf
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Based on the structural development and the farm growth in Germany, I would like to show

some examples from our official structural data. The structural change is driven by

technological change under the influence of the national and international competition legal

framework and family farms are growing like non-family farms.

Farm growth and structural change in Germany

Company’s growth in agriculture is defined as the increase in the average size of agricultural

holdings. This is usually measured in terms of cultivated area or livestock units. It is not

synonymous with a larger acreage or resource consumption. Larger farms usually are

producing more efficiently. The use of resources per unit of output decreases. A lower use of

resources leads to economic savings on production costs. Therefore company’s growth is

important for production of high quality food at the lowest possible production costs. Farms

and family farms are growing in size as well as in value added to assert their position at the

market.

In Germany, the average size of a farm in 1991 was: 22 ha and in 2010: 40 ha. That means

that the average farm size has been doubled in only 19 years. A further indication of this

trend to larger cultivated areas can be seen in the statistics about the sales of agricultural

technology. In the year 2000 5.000 tractors were sold over 74kW motor power in Germany4,

which were about 50 % of the total number of items. The trend towards larger tractors

developed rapidly since the tillage with larger working widths is done to save time and labor.

In 2011, more than 9,000 tractors were bought over 76 kW in Germany, which are 74% of all

traded tractors in Germany.

In 1995 a German dairy farm had on average 27 cows, in 2011 there were 47 cows on

average5. How can we interpret this increasing numbers? We can’t assume a normal

distribution of size classes here. According the concentration in the dairy farms, we can

conclude that today almost 30% of the dairy farms hold two-thirds of all cows in Germany.

Small and medium-sized farms still exists, but a small group of farms (30%) hold 70% of all

cows. Some of the German family farms are growing rapidly whereas some family farms are

still small sized farms.

The same trend can be seen in pig production. 15% of German farms are producing more

than 60% of all pig meat6. These large farms are also in many cases family farms. The small

farms that are presented in a large variety, are definitely family farms.

4 Fachverband Landtechnik im VDMA, BMELV 2012
5 Destatis 2011/12 und ZMB  Jahrbuch Milch 2011
6 Destatis Statistisches Bundesamt 2012, Situationsbericht Deutscher Bauernverband 2011/12
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German poultry production is already known for its competiveness and strong concentration.

In Germany, 4,500 farms are chicken farms in 2010 385 farms hold over 70% of all animals7.

In this case, the statistical mean has little explanatory power to explain the different sized

farms.

This development cannot only be seen in German agriculture. In the EU, the structure of

agricultural farms has changed significantly from 2003 to 2010. This can be derived from

Eurostat data8 as well when we have a look on agricultural cultivated areas: in the size class

of less than 2 ha up to 10 ha of agricultural land, the number of farms in the EU has halved

from 2003 till 2010. There was little change in the mid-sized farms. The big farms and

holdings with more than 100 ha could benefit, larger farms and holdings are becoming larger

in European agriculture.

Conclusion:

Family farms are still the foundation of the European agricultural production. Larger farms

are usually more efficient in terms of production costs. That is the basic reason for their

growth in importance over the last decade. Of course, this also applies to our family farms.

However,, the pure statistical averages are not usable as their variability is far too large.

There is a need for research to work up the statistics to take into account structural

differences. Some of our research studies have already shown that the investment behavior

of family farms already differs significantly, dependent on the life cycle stage of the owner9.

These significant differences between family farms underline the differences of the farms.

Not only as a scientist but also as a family farm successor I think we should pave the way for

all family farms. We shouldn’t make the mistake and slow down large, growing family farms

to only support small-scale and subsistence farming. The small sized farms are very

important for many families in a wide part of the EU. But some farms are increasing due to

high mechanization and specialization which allows a very efficient, environmentally friendly

and sustainable production of food and feed for many people.

Today, European agriculture provides sufficient food at best quality. But our farmers are

facing many difficulties. An increased environmental awareness of the population requires

new conditions which increases the production costs. The issue of “land grabbing” applies

7 Destatis 2012
8 Eurostat farm structure survey 2010
9 Plaas, E., Bergmann, H. (2013): Are on-farm investment decisions dependent on the life-cycle stage of the
owners? http://purl.umn.edu/158705
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both large and small farms and we must act in all European countries, applying already

existing regulations much stricter: farmland should remain in farmers’ hand and cultivation10.

All measures in supporting family farms must be well reflected and based on scientific

knowledge. We should always take into account that a large number of farms were growing

remarkable in the last 20 years. They gained these steps to compete on the regional and on

the world markets. The majority of these farms are not holding companies or investor groups,

but pure family farms in the common sense. In this context, we need a far-reaching

monitoring what types of requirements are placed on the European policy in the different size

classes of the European family farms.

Keep in mind what Alan Matthews wrote: All small farms are family farms, but in the EU, not

all family farms are small farms!

Thank you for your attention

10 German Law „Grundstückverkehrsgesetz“ (§ 9 Abs. 1 Nr. 1 GrdstVG)


