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PREAMBLE 

This document is the fruit of discussions held during the International Agricultural Seminar, organized 

by the Collectif Stratégies Alimentaires (CSA) on 31 March and 1 April 2011, and entitled: « The CAP 

towards 2020: Regulation of Markets and Structural Policy ». It refers in particular to the second day 

of the seminar devoted to the issues of concentration of agricultural holdings and structural policy 

within the CAP.  

The program of the seminar, the list of participants and the videos and presentations of speakers are 

available on the CSA website: 

http://www.csa-be.org/spip.php?page=seminaire&id_rubrique=12&id_mot=185#773. 

The CSA sincerely thanks the seminar participants and particularly the following speakers for their 

invaluable contributions to this document: Alfons Balmann (Professor, IAMO - Leibniz Institute of 

Agricultural Development in Central and Eastern Europe, Germany), Lucien Bourgeois (Agricultural 

economist, Académie d’Agriculture de France), Jean-Marc Boussard (Agricultural economist, Académie 

d’Agriculture de France), Régis Hochart (ECVC - Coordination européenne Via Campesina, France), 

Philippe Lebailly (Professor, Université de Gembloux Agro-Bio Tech, Belgium), Hannes Lorenzen 

(Advisor to the Greens group of the European Parliament), Marcel Mazoyer (Professor Emeritus at 

AgroParisTech, France), René Poismans (Direction de l’Agriculture de la Région Wallonne, Belgium) and 

Oane Visser (Professor, Radboud University Nijmegen, Netherlands).  

http://www.csa-be.org/spip.php?page=seminaire&id_rubrique=12&id_mot=185#773
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INTRODUCTION 

Farm structures in the European Union are constantly adjusting. This is leading to an ever greater 

concentration of production, with a drop in the number of farms and increase in size of those that 

remain. This process of concentration raises numerous questions. Is it limitless? Is it economically 

justified?  Does it allow for the economic, social and environmental sustainability of production in the 

EU? 

The seminar from which this report stems set out to address this concentration phenomenon in terms 

of explanatory factors, economic performances, societal impact, and agricultural policy.   

It is to be noted that while the main focus was on the size, in surface area, of farms, sight must not be 

lost of the concentration at territorial level as this too has repercussions on agriculture and society as 

a whole.  

It is also to be borne in mind that, given the diversity of structures prevalent within the EU, defining 

what is a « small » or « large » farming enterprise is by no means easy.  Although 70% own less than 5 

hectares, there is a great variation in average size between Member States and even different regions 

within one and the same Member State. Furthermore, farm size must be put into perspective 

according to the type of farming (e.g. dairy farming or cereal crops).  

The issue of size was also looked at making a distinction between family-run farms, whose capital and 

labour are those of the family, and industrial farming (or ‘agribusiness’ or corporate farming), which 

mobilizes vast acreages and employs salaried workers.  

This report cannot of course claim to cover all aspects, but it does reflect the discussions held during 

the seminar. By highlighting the various issues surrounding the process of concentration it can 

hopefully serve to steer further debate on the agricultural structures that will be the making of 

European farming in tomorrow’s world.  
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CONCENTRATION OF FARMS 

DYNAMICS OF THE CONCENTRATION OF AGRICULTURAL HOLDINGS 

So-called ‘family’ farming today is the product of a process of concentration that throughout history 

has been marked by the gradual disappearance of smaller farms having a low level of equipment or 

capital and the expansion of others. If one considers, in our temperate regions, the evolution of 

agricultural holdings since the 50’s within one and the same type of farming (OTEX, technical and 

economical orientation of farms), the rise by degrees in their size and level of equipment mirrors 

these concentration dynamics. This is illustrated in figure 1 which shows for OTEX « cereals » the 

evolution in surface area (X-axis) of farms over time combined with the use of increasing hauling 

power, with each bubble representing a group of farms having a similar level of equipment. The 50 

hectare cereal-growing farms using 10 horsepower (HP) tractors found in the 60s have today 

disappeared, but there now exist 200 hectare farms using 200 HP tractors.  

These dynamics of concentration are 

linked to farm productivity and 

agricultural prices. In actual fact, in our 

temperate regions, work productivity1 

has increased over time, due 

essentially to the advent and growth 

of mechanization. Productivity per 

unit of surface (land yield) has also 

increased in parallel.  This, under 

similar agro-climatic conditions, 

depends on the levels of inputs used 

and the technical itineraries followed.    

This rise in productivity per worker has 

gradually led to a fall in production 

costs. Consequently, while production 

costs were around 500-600 euros per tonne of cereal in the 50s, they can today be as low as 100-120 

euros per tonne. This has steadily brought down agricultural market prices, so much so that they are 

often below the production costs of the farms least best equipped. This means that such farms, with 

production costs close to or above the market prices in force, can generate only a low income – if any 

at all – per worker. Yet it is precisely this income that enables them to increase the amount of invested 

capital and to ultimately survive.    

                                                                    
1
 Labour productivity, i.e. the productivity per agricultural worker and per unit of work, is the ratio of the 

production yielded and the quantity of work used to obtain it. See Touzard & Belarbi 2009. Evaluer la 
productivité de l’agriculture familiale : aiguisons nos outils de mesure. Grain de Sel n°48, September-December 
2009, Inter-réseaux Développement. 

Figure 1. Increase over time of the level of equipment (in hauling 
horsepower) and of the size of farms, for TF “cereals” Source: 
presentation by M. Mazoyer during the CSA seminar 



 5 

In fact, as illustrated in figure 2, one can 

define an income threshold per AWU 

(agricultural work unit) above which farms 

are able to capitalize, i.e. the investment 

or capitalization threshold.  Below it, they 

do not have a sufficient income per worker 

to invest or renew their equipment, can 

enter a phase of de-capitalization and then 

end up disappearing, either because they 

cannot afford to keep going (survival 

threshold), or cannot sell on their farms if 

they stop. Ultimately, only those that stay 

above the capitalization threshold will be 

able to invest, expand and thus continue to 

thrive. The proportion of farms under or above the capitalization threshold varies according to the 

price, which in the example shown is set at 200 euros per tonne. 

For a given speculation at a given price, the income generated per worker therefore depends on the 

farm’s level of equipment. For one and the same level of equipment, income increases with the 

surface area farmed and, for one and the same surface area, with the output/yield achieved.  

CONCENTRATION AND FACTORS OF PRODUCTION 

The phenomenon of concentration is thus closely linked to trends in the quantity of work and capital 

available per hectare. Over time, the number of workers per hectare has decreased while the capital 

per hectare continued to rise. This had upped labour productivity and in doing so brought about a 

situation where capital becomes a substitute for work.  

Workers consequently have to farm larger areas of land owing to the fact that, for the same level of 

equipment, income tends to increase accordingly. Yet high investment is needed to achieve a level of 

equipment and loans have to be repaid by an adequate income. Moreover, as we have seen, increased 

work productivity leads in the medium-term to lower production costs that in turn bring agricultural 

prices down. To maintain the same income when prices fall thus means extending the area of land 

farmed.  

Three factors of production are therefore crucial within the mechanism of concentration of farms: 

capital, work and land. The cost ratio between these factors is indeed what influences how 

agricultural structures can develop, or not. High labour costs compared to the price of land and of 

capital have consequently favoured the expansion of farms. A different balance, with an increase in 

the price of capital - owing to a growing scarcity of fossil resources for example – could make work 

more attractive in relation to capital.  

Figure 2. Illustration of the capitalization threshold and the 
survival threshold. Source: presentation of M. Mazoyer during the 
CSA seminar. 
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WHAT’S AHEAD FOR FAMILY-RUN FARMS? 

Does the concentration of farms mean that the larger ones are always more efficient thanks to 

economies of scale? Does big always mean better to improve economic performances? Does the 

future of farming lie in the hands of industrial agricultural enterprises?   

ECONOMIES OF SCALE: MYTH OR REALITY? 

Financially-speaking, there is an economy of scale if the input/output ratio falls as the quantity 

produced rises. In other words, there is an economy of scale when the quantity of factors of 

production necessary to produce a given quantity decreases when the total quantity produced 

increases. This infers a reduction of production costs with an increase in the total quantity produced, a 

process linked to the technical characteristics of a system. The theory of economics shows that 

genuine economies of scale imply indivisibilities and result in a monopoly. 

One sector where economies of scale typically exist is transport. Let us take the example of railways, 

where we have a case of indivisibility. A rail track has to be built in its entirety or not at all. What is 

more, there is an implied monopoly as several companies cannot be building parallel tracks. The 

economy of scale here is expressed by the addition of extra wagons or carriages, which reduces the 

average cost of each one.  

In farming, one cannot really talk of economies of scale since indivisibilities as such do not exist. 

Cutting a cow in half is not the same as buying a smaller one, just as a farmer can work part-time…    

Another factor is that the bigger the farm the higher the management and supervision costs, as well 

as transport times. Hence there is a limit to growth in size.  

Proof of this is to be found in history. Most farms today are run by families and not production 

monopolies. Failure of the Soviet kolkhoz and Israeli kibbutz demonstrates the limits of large-scale 

farming enterprises reliant on « agricultural workers » overseen by a few managers. Back in the 

Middle Ages, the establishment by large landowners of share-farming rather than a salaried work 

regime was similarly based on considerations of this kind.  

SIZE OF HOLDINGS AND ECONOMIC PERFORMANCES 

On a smaller scale, however, increasing the size of farms can offer them an economic advantage. As 

seen in the previous chapter, for one and the same speculation and for a given price level – even if the 

level of equipment is the determinant for farm performance in terms of worker income – it is true 

that, with the same level of equipment, extending the land farmed per worker does increase income. 

This is so essentially because production can be increased while keeping fixed overhead costs more or 

less the same. The term ‘economies of dimension’ would be more appropriate here than ‘economies 

of scale’2, but the advantage in this respect is undeniably a real one.   

There are other advantages too to having a larger farming enterprise or ‘spread’, due mainly to the 

fact that farms connect both upstream and downstream with sectors which do benefit from 

economies of scale AND are gradually organizing themselves into monopolies. As just mentioned, 

transport is one such sector.  A large undertaking can more easily ‘cash in’ on economies -  or savings – 

                                                                    
2
 Economies of scale exist independently of prices but economies of dimension depend largely on the prices 

system.  
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of scale, by taking advantage of a higher price for a larger quantity of products collected by a business 

concern, or again for a larger quantity of farm ‘inputs’ purchased. This means that ‘corporate farming’ 

with a bigger fixed capital (i.e. land or equipment) can also sometimes obtain better loan terms and 

conditions from banks using capital assets as collateral security3.  

SIZE OF HOLDINGS AND VIABILITY OF FAMILY-RUN FARMS 

Extending the acreages farmed can therefore be of economic advantage. However, it does impose 

several constraints on the viability of farms that are family-run.    

Firstly, there is a phenomenon of « dis-economies of scale » to contend with if, for a level of 

equipment, a certain land surface area is exceeded. Work is then no longer optimal. Taking on 

additional workers is a possible solution, but this option entails problems of management and 

supervision costs as outlined earlier (which are of course lower than for agricultural ‘corporations’).  

Secondly, there is the matter of capitalization (transition from one level of equipment to another) that 

is a stepping stone towards expansion though also problematic given that:  

 it usually calls for heavy investment and a high level of indebtedness. The financial fragility of 

farms looking to expand can also be considerable. Moreover, this tends to restrict the 

flexibility of actually running a farm because of the pressures to have it ‘pay its way’ in terms 

of a financial return on investment. This problem of « rigidity » is also hard-felt by small farms 

and accounts for why they have such trouble responding rapidly to signals from the markets – 

basically because of the intrinsic volatility of agricultural prices. Ever greater inflexibility of 

this kind certainly has to be viewed in the light of technical and economic developments, 

which is indeed a reason for one of the aims of the CAP to be helping farmers to respond 

better to signals from the  market; 

 the  need to inject large amounts of money makes it very difficult to ‘sell on’ farms or to have  

younger farmers take over from older ones when they retire.  

CONCENTRATION OF AGRICULTURAL HOLDINGS AND SOCIETY 

A number of issues arise when it comes to the concentration of agricultural holdings. These are 

related to employment, rural exodus, and the environment.  

Employment 

Unlike what happened in industrial ‘boom’ times, jobs lost today in farming are not easily « absorbed » 

by other sectors, be it in industry or (tertiary) services. In the current context of rising unemployment, 

the dwindling numbers of farms and full-time jobs are indeed creating acute employment problems.  

This can call into question one of the economic justifications of concentration whereby eliminating 

the farms contributing least to the GDP, i.e. maintaining only the above-average ones, is good for the 

overall economy. In actual fact, if people leaving farming find themselves unemployed their 

participation  in the GDP then amounts to zero!  

Increasing the size of farms can of course open up new jobs for salaried agricultural workers, but such 

forms of employment are often seasonal and therefore by no means guaranteed.  

  

                                                                    
3
 This advantage is not necessarily maintained in times of volatility of agricultural prices.   
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Rural exodus, know-how and ‘occupation’ of farmer 

Alongside the question of employment, the concentration of farms also raises other problems. One of 

these is rural exodus, which impacts in terms of abandonment of the countryside and of migratory 

flows. Another is social isolation (e.g. single farmers unable to find wives, especially in remote areas 

far away from urban centres).    

As some farms fade from the scene, so too does the know-how of what it means to be a farmer. What 

is being lost is precisely the kind of expertise and knowledge that could be vital to ensure the viability 

of agriculture in Europe and its re-orientation in the future, especially in a context of climate change 

and growing scarcity of fossil resources. Since time immemorial, family farming has been the cradle of 

agricultural innovations.  

Finally, the expansion and capitalization of farms implies changes in the day-to-day logistics of 

management and, according to viewpoints, a loss of ‘quality of life’ because of the need to expend 

more and more time dealing with paperwork and machinery rather than actually doing  « hands-on » 

farming.  

 

Environment 

With the advent of mechanization, farmland concentration has become associated with 

specialization,   simplification of rotation cropping, the removal of hedgerows, and levelling of slopes. 

Such factors have impacted agricultural ecosystems, and consequently the environment as a whole, 

through soil erosion, diminished biodiversity, crop adjuncts, leaching, eutrophication, and so on.  

The geographical concentration of farms in some areas of production is also problematic when it 

comes to soil fertility and livestock effluents. Some places today have to deal with a surplus of 

livestock effluents while others grapple with declining soil fertility. Solutions are now being sought to 

combine livestock breeding and the growing of field crops on one and the same territory.   

FUTURE OF EUROPEAN AGRICULTURE AND INDUSTRIAL FARMING  

Large-scale farming enterprises of Eastern Europe 

As seen in other parts of this report, the efficiency of large-scale farming can be questioned owing to 

problems associated with the management and supervision of salaried agricultural workers. This is 

also evidenced by what major agricultural undertakings are currently experiencing in the new EU 

Member States and Eurasia. 

What typifies agriculture in these countries is a marked duality in structures, i.e. where many small 

‘subsistence level’ family-run farms that are labour-intensive exist alongside a few very large-scale 

capital-intensive farming enterprises. The latter are a legacy of the past, originating from the 

collective farms set up under the Soviet regime. Despite aims to dismantle such farms and to promote 

family farming following collapse of the regime (in the 90s, IMF advisors encouraged the privatization 

and integration of the Western European family model), these large now-privatized concerns survived 

and the desired family model never developed. Without at this juncture delving into all the factors 

underlying this, it can be considered that ‘industrial’ farming structures are not necessarily optimal for 

many reasons.   
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In Russia for instance, the « big is beautiful » ideology inherited from Sovietism appears to guide 

agricultural policies since the State grants more subsidies to larger structures. Moreover, the lack of 

human capital and services encourages the concentration of such large undertakings. Managers are in 

fact hard to find, with some having to run several farms at a time, and to avail of the services of 

veterinaries these large farm holdings have to employ them directly.  

Given these serious managerial problems, bankruptcies are not uncommon. Because of their need for 

experienced managers, who are few and far between, such large enterprises have to cope with often 

unmotivated salaried workers and certain « dis-economies » of scale.  

The future of European farming  

In the face of such constraints, and bearing in mind also that these ‘corporate’ farming enterprises are 

founded on cheap labour, it is somewhat unrealistic to think that they can ensure the future of 

European farming.   

Helping family-run farms to thrive is therefore crucial. Aside from the societal considerations already 

outlined, maintaining a sufficient number of farms is supported by the theory of ‘equipartition’ of 

means of production. It posits that economic efficiency would be greater than when means of 

production are concentrated.   

Yet the process of concentration continues to threaten the existence of family farming in Europe. As 

we will be seeing in the following chapter, liberalization of the agricultural market is far from neutral 

in these dynamics. Stirring up competition between small family-run farms and gigantic industrial 

farming enterprises – founded on heavy capitalization and cheap labour - can but be detrimental to 

the former. The policy  and political options now having to be taken up will indeed be decisive for 

safeguarding the future of small farmsteads in Europe.  
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WHAT STRUCTURAL POLICY FOR THE EU NOW? 

Historically within the EU, the Common Agricultural Policy has supported the growth in size of 

farming enterprises so as to improve their economic efficiency. In pursuing national modernization 

policies (as currently under way in France), an active structural policy has been  implemented since the 

setting up of the CAP with the aim of extending high-performance farms thanks to the land freed up 

through the disappearance of others. Such a policy may have been justified at a time when labour had 

to be made available for industry and agricultural supply stepped up to ensure the food security of the 

EU.  

The context today is very different, and numerous societal issues now arise given the concentration of 

farms (see paragraph « concentration of agricultural holdings and society »). So what are the policy 

options for responding to these issues? How do they fit into the framework of the CAP?  

CURRENT DEBATE WITHIN THE FRAMEWORK OF THE CAP 2013 REFORM 

What is clear is that structural issues are not being directly addressed at CAP level. The EU regulations 

in force and official communications concerning the future 2013-2020 CAP make no explicit mention 

of objectives in terms of structure or size of agricultural holdings.   

The great diversity of structures - both regionally and nationally within each Member State (MS) – is 

one of the main reasons for this, and it has of course been heightened by EU enlargement. In actual 

fact, the number of farms per country varies enormously, as does their average size. A great diversity 

of means of production, soil quality, and climatic conditions can also be observed. Another factor of 

variability is to be found in the objectives and models of economic development taken up by Member 

States, as well as in the perception of structures and rural development of individual countries. All this 

combined makes it difficult to reach a consensus within the Council of Europe and the European 

Parliament and to hence arrive at a clear common structural policy.  

In the absence of a structural policy, the CAP set out a series of objectives more or less affecting farm 

structures, i.e. to maintain employment, diversity of means of production, and production in 

disadvantaged areas. To meet these, various instruments are discussed by the Member States prior to 

them being made available. It is then for individual MS to decide whether or not to implement them 

wholly or in part. National guidelines and policy therefore prevail. These measures come under pillars 

1 and 2 of the CAP.   

Measures within the framework of pillar 1 that can impact structures – state of the debate 

Pillar 1 of the CAP is based on the granting of ‘de-coupled’ production aid per hectare, or single 

payment entitlements (SPE), established since the 1992 (MacSharry) reform. The general aim of this 

reform was (i) to ensure the competitiveness of European farming globally and « re-conquer the 

internal market » by aligning internal prices with world prices, and (ii) to control production and 

excess growth of European expenditure. Production support prices were consequently reduced and a 

« compensatory aid » per hectare introduced to support farmers’ income. This reform thus marked 

the transition from production support via a prices support policy to a policy of income support 

through direct aids.  
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This form of aid per hectare is not without consequence on the concentration of farms4. On the one 

hand, it favours larger ones. On the other hand, it pushes up the value of land. This can impede the 

freeing up of farmlands (which provide the owner with an income), hence the phenomenon of 

concentration. However, what it also does is make it easier for them to be bought up by farming 

concerns generating the biggest income, i.e. those very often having a high level of equipment, 

thereby representing a restriction on the young wanting to take up farming.   

This being so, direct employment support rather than production support per hectare would serve to 

slow down the concentration of farms and to promote job creation. Inversely, some models5 show 

that further de-coupling of aids – not linked to the land and granted even in case of stoppage of the 

farming activity – would favour concentration by speeding up the disappearance of small farms and 

making land available at a lower price.  

However, the current debate on the future CAP is not calling into question the aids granted per 

hectare, but rather the distribution of these single payment entitlements (SPE) among Member 

States on the one hand and among beneficiaries within one and the same MS on the other hand. 

- The distribution of SPE among MS, currently based on historical references, is at the heart of 

discussions between EU Member States, with the older ones wanting to retain as many of 

these aids as possible while the new ones seek to benefit from them. How SPE are distributed 

between MS can impact indirectly on the concentration of farms.  

- The distribution of aids within one and the same Member State can impact more directly 

on farm structures. Part of these aids can be targeted at certain sectors, according to 

geographical criteria or means of production for example. ‘Top-up’ payments could be made 

to « disadvantaged » areas (e.g. those with natural constraints) for agricultural production.  

The issue of capping of aid is crucial as the aim is to set an upper limit for the direct payments 

received by larger individual farms to better allocate aid between farmers. It is to be noted that 

capping already exists, but at a very high level. The downward revision of it was proposed by the 

Commission in its 2010 communication on « The CAP towards 2020 » (COM(2010) 672/5), but this will 

most likely be abandoned owing to opposition in Council by some Member States such as the Czech 

Republic and Slovakia based on arguments of competitiveness and freedom of choice of producers.  

In a resolve to avoid SPE being diverted from their function and large landowners being excluded, the 

notion of « active farmer », i.e. a farmer using the land for production, had previously been put 

forward. However, it has not as yet been clearly defined or implemented.   

More recently, the Commission introduced the concept of « small-scale farmers » so that a minimal 

level of aid could be granted to them. Here again, it is proving very difficult to reach a clear definition 

of the term acceptable to all Member States. As 70% of farms in the EU have a surface area of less 

than 5 hectares, just where does one set the limit as to what is a « small » farm? The introduction of 

this notion does nevertheless have the merit of opening up a debate on structures within the CAP.      

Measures within the framework of pillar 2 possibly impacting on structures – state of the debate 

The second pillar of the CAP is geared towards rural development. Structure-related issues do in some 

respects seem easier to bring forward in discussions on rural development, (rather than in those on 

                                                                    
4
 The impact of de-coupling on the concentration of farms, in relation to price support, is discussed in the 

following chapter.  
5
 See the IAMO models presented during this seminar.  



 12 

direct aids), which covers many aspects, particularly rural infrastructures, farming installations, 

conversion, and productive investments. The aid granted within this framework can favour some 

types of structures rather than others.   

PRICES POLICY VERSUS ‘DE-COUPLING’ 

In the light of the foregoing, it can be seen that there exists no explicit or common structure policy, 

but that this matter is left up to national policies. Moreover, it is clear that direct aids are difficult to 

share out fairly - and all the more so given the diversity of farm structures and the issues at stake in 

rural development. As well as giving rise to inequalities and tensions, this calls into question the 

legitimacy of such aids being paid for out of people’s taxes.    

Moreover, although aid grant conditions can – if the Member States applying them so decide – slow 

down the concentration of farms, can these measures be effective in a context of liberalization of 

European agriculture?  

It is interesting to note that in the Wallonia region of Belgium, the increase in farm size was 2.6% on 

average between 1977 and 1993 as compared with 3.6% after the MacSharry report, between 1993 

and 2007 (see figure 3).  

Prior to the MacSharry reform in 

1992, the CAP was based on prices 

support via a series of instruments 

(supply management, protection at 

borders). This reform marked a 

turning point by gearing European 

agriculture towards the production 

of cheap raw materials in order to 

increase the competitiveness of 

European farm produce on 

international markets by aligning 

internal prices with world prices and 

to provide the agri-foodstuffs 

industry with low-cost products.   

Yet, as we have seen, the level of agricultural prices impacts directly on farm concentration dynamics.  

Figure 2 clearly shows that the price of farm produce directly affects income and consequently the 

positioning of farms under or above the capitalization threshold.  If too low a price is close to or short 

of the production costs of the majority of farms, this means that farms will ultimately disappear. Low 

pricing is thus a way to rapidly restructure the sector by speedily freeing up land. Aids can of course be 

allocated to these farms to offset this drop in income and to place them above the capitalization 

threshold. However, this is only true if there is sufficient budget to do so. In times of agricultural 

budgetary restrictions, it is very unlikely that aid grants can avoid such rapid restructuring. In a 

context of overall free trade, i.e. with no price support or aid, disappearance of the great majority of 

family-run farms is the sole outcome.  

Linked as it is to the sector’s liberalization, the issue of volatility of agricultural prices is not without 

consequence either on the evolution of structures. One can argue that the stability of prices has 

indeed favoured capital investments and hence the concentration of farms. This may be so, but it is 

Figure 3. Average size (hectares) of farms in the Walloon Region (ou 
Wallonia) before and after the MacSharry reform. Source: presentation 
of Philippe Lebailly during this (ou the CSA) seminar.   
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nevertheless even truer that instability is prejudicial to all farms as it makes them financially fragile 

and unable to undertake any investment.   

Such elements advocate the regulation of markets through supply management instruments to 

stabilize prices and set them at a given level. This could be done by setting prices so that the majority 

of farms find themselves above the capitalization threshold, thereby ensuring structural stability and 

averting agricultural/rural exodus. A pricing policy of this kind infers that the agri-foodstuffs industry 

would no longer benefit from cheap raw materials and that – in an extreme theoretical situation of 

total stability of structures – farms would no longer look to develop by simply expanding their surface 

area. Other means of improving farm income should therefore also be explored. The creation of value 

added is one of them.  

There are of course other issues to be considered when it comes to pricing policy, as it was detailed 

during the first day of this CSA seminar on the regulation of agricultural markets.  

It remains to be acknowledged that the beneficiaries of the current system would not be the same as 

those under a system based on a prices policy. This is a matter for politicians. A clearer identification 

of ‘recipients’ under the Common Agricultural Policy would be a step towards shedding light on the 

options to be taken up.    
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ELEMENTS OF CONCLUSION 

By way of conclusion, a few key points are to be noted: 

 The dynamics of concentration of farm holdings make for a complex process. Mechanization 

plays an important role here, as do cost/production factors in the equation. Farmland 

concentration is closely linked to the substitution of labour by capital/equity.  

 Although there are no « economies of scale » as such in the agricultural sector, economically-

speaking larger farm enterprises do have the « competitive edge ». This has to be viewed 

taking account of certain restrictions on the viability of family-run farms and the negative 

implications for society as a whole.  

 Although the constraints of managing and overseeing salaried workers can impede the 

development of large-scale ‘industrial’ farming, such enterprises - particularly in Eastern 

Europe, where they are reliant on cheap labour – can in an overall context of free trade 

constitute a serious threat for ‘family’ farming within the EU.    

 Historically, the CAP has supported the growth in size of farms in order to improve their 

economic efficiency. By doing so, it has favoured capital/equity over labour. In today’s times 

of rising unemployment and societal problems caused by the concentration of farms, such a 

policy is no longer automatically justified and must be debated.   

 Despite acknowledgment of the problems raised by the concentration of farms and the 

setting of objectives, e.g. to maintain structural diversity and employment, the future of 

agricultural structures is not being explicitly tackled – and neither is a ‘fully-fledged’ structural 

policy being defined within the CAP.  

 There is a margin for manœuvre under the existing system of de-coupled aids. However, aside 

from the difficulties of actually implementing them - because of contention between the 

Member States – and of their fragility due to dependence on an uncertain agricultural budget,  

the way the CAP is headed, i.e. competitiveness at whatever price and falling 

agricultural/farm-gate prices, one can infer that (some?) farming enterprises are destined to 

continue expanding.   

 Given the mechanisms of farm concentration, a prices policy introducing instruments to 

control supply could help to keep many farms in business. There are of course numerous other 

issues to be considered here, as explored during the first day of the CSA seminar on the 

regulation of agricultural markets.   


