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Abstract
Generally considered as capital or an asset, land is vital
for farmers and societies at large. It is the bases of our
food production and also farmers’ livelihoods but rapid
urbanization and increasing population growth is laying
high pressure on agricultural land.
Structural change in the agricultural sector in Europe is
broadly characterized by a declining number of farms
and an increasing size of surviving farms. In
consequence, the strategic choice of farms can be
summarized as “grow or go”.
The ongoing process of land concentration has
particularly affected Europe’s small farms: it is implied
that the expansion of large farms in Europe has come at
the expense of small farms. Agricultural land is becoming
increasingly concentrated into the hands of large
businesses, a situation in which small farmers are losing
control of their land.
Different studies show that in recent years the number
of agricultural producers has decreased in Europe while
the size of farms has increased. For example in 2001
there was 55,748 agricultural households in Estonia but
by 2016 this number had decreased to 16,696,
concurrently, the area of utilised agricultural (UA) land
has remained almost the same.

Data and method
Data from Eurostat (https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/) is
used to compose the overview of agricultural land use in
European countries, including data about utilised
agricultural land use, the number of farms and average
utilised agricultural land area per farm. The Eurostat
data is from the years 2005, 2007, 2013 and 2016.
However, the figures mainly present the changes
between the years 2005 and 2016. In two cases (Croatia,
Italy) the data was incomplete and data from 2007 or
2013 had to be used. The year 2016 or 2013 was used as
the base year for calculating the changes that took place
in the area of utilised agricultural area, number of farms
and average utilised agricultural land area per farm.
Eurostat’s mission is to provide high-quality statistics for
Europe.
Eurostat defines utilised agricultural land as
follows:”Utilised agricultural area, abbreviated as UAA, is
the total area taken up by arable land, permanent
grassland, permanent crops and kitchen gardens used by
the holding, regardless of the type of tenure or of
whether it is used as a part of common land.“

Farm is defined as a single unit, both technically and
economically, operating under single management and which
undertakes agricultural activities within the economic territory
of the European Union, either as its primary or secondary
activity. Other supplementary (non-agricultural) products and
services may also be provided by the holding.
Data from FAOSTAT (http://www.fao.org/faostat/en/#data) is
also used in this study to provide an overview of agricultural
land use in European countries. The FAOSTAT data is from years
2005 and 2016. The base year for calculating the changes in the
area of agricultural land was 2016. It was necessary to add
FAOSTAT data to this study because it differs a bit from Eurostat
data about the utilised agricultural land area. FAOSTAT defines
the agricultural land area as land used for the cultivation of
crops and animal husbandry. The total of these areas falls under
“Cropland” and “Permanent meadows and pastures”.

Results
According to Eurostat, between 2005 and 2016 (Fig.1.), the UA
land area has grown in Bulgaria, Estonia, Ireland, Greece,
Croatia, Latvia, Lithuania, Luxembourg, Hungary, Malta,
Slovenia, Slovakia and the United Kingdom. The agricultural
land area has decreased in other European countries, in
greater quantity in Germany, Spain, Romania and Switzerland.
FAOSTAT data shows that, unlike Eurostat data, UA land area
has decreased in Bulgaria, Greece and Hungary. These
indicators are more similar in other countries.

Fig. 2. Change in the number of farms in Europe between 2005 and 2016
(Eurostat).

The average growth of agricultural land area per farm between 2005 and
2016 in Europe is 4.8 ha. The biggest growth in agricultural land use per
farm has occurred in Slovakia (46.2 ha) and in the Czech Republic (46.0 ha)
(Fig.3.). In Estonia, the growth of agricultural land use per farm has been
also relatively large (29.7 ha) compared to other countries in Europe.
Cyprus is the only country where the average UA area per farm has
decreased slightly (−0.2 ha).

The resulting changes in the utilized
agricultural area in Europe are diverse,
increasing as well as decreasing in many
European countries. A possible direction
for this indicator needs future studies.
The number of farms in Europe has
decreased in all countries except for
Ireland. The average utilized agricultural
land area (ha) per farm increased in almost
all countries except Italy and Cyprus. That
means that despite a decrease in a utilized
agricultural area in some countries (Czech
Republic, Germany, Poland) there was an
even greater decrease in the number of
farms, so that average utilized agricultural
land area (ha) per farm has actually
increased.
The question is, is there a need for
regulations about land use and/or
ownership? Some countries limit land
ownership. For example, it is possible to
own 500 ha of land in Lithuania and 300
hectares in Hungary [34,40]. Limits for land
ownership or use are absent in Estonia. It is
theoretically possible for a person with
enough money to acquire as much land as
is available on the market. The largest land
user in Estonia consists of more than 5000
ha of agricultural land, while 146 owners
use more than 1000 ha in 2016. The
number of such large land users is
increasing—it was 126 in 2011, their
number in five to ten years is not
predictable.

Fig. 3. Change in average utilised agricultural land area (ha) per farm between 2005 and 2016
(Eurostat).

Fig. 1. Utilised agricultural land (Eurostat) and agricultural land (FAOSTAT)
use change (ha) in Europe between 2005 and 2016.

The total number of farms in Europe between 2005 and 2016
(Fig.2.) has decreased by four million, affecting all countries
except for Ireland, where there was an increase of 4860 farms.
The largest (−1,065,770) decrease in the number of farms has
occurred in Poland, but the decrease is remarkable in Romania
(−834,120) and Italy (−718,200) as well.

While agricultural land use has changed in Europe, the utilised agricultural
areas have changed less, having decreased only 1% as compared to the
years 2005 and 2016. At the same time, the shrinking number of farms is
remarkable: 30% fewer farms as compared with 2005 and 2016. The
decrease has been larger in some countries while the average utilised
agricultural area per farm has increased in almost all countries.
References:
• Jürgenson, E. & Rasva, M. 2020. Agricultural Land Holdings in Estonia and Possible Threat for Rural Areas. https://doi.org/https://doi.org/10.3390/land9020041
• Rasva, M., & Jürgenson, E. (2020). Changes of agricultural producers in Estonia according to the size of land use. Agronomy Research, 18(2), 516–528. Retrieved
from https://doi.org/10.15159/AR.20.139

