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Since the beginning of European ag-
ricultural policy, the Industriegewerk-
schaft Bauen-Agrar-Umwelt – as lobby-
ist of employees in German agriculture 
– participates in the political discussion. 
Agricultural employees were affected by 
decisions from Brussels from the very 
beginning – mainly by losses of jobs 
due to agricultural structural change up 
until a few years ago. Meanwhile, condi-
tions change in many regions, resulting 
in completely new structures. More and 
more small farmers vanish from the sec-
tor and farms become larger while new 
workers are hired.

Increasing significance of employees 
in the primary sector is reflected in 
politics, too. It is manifested with the 
EU commission‘s proposals for future 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP). By 
considering wage costs at the issue of 
capping of subsidies in the first pillar, 
employees are considered in the first 
pillar for the first time. Two aims are inte-
grated into the second pillar which were 
on the demand list of European agricul-
tural workers’ unions for years:

 Knowledge transfer with the call 
 for live-long learning in agriculture 
 and forestry

 Fighting poverty in rural areas.

European agricultural unions have ta-
ken positions and gathered substantial 
knowledge regarding these topics for 
years.

The project “Strategies for employment 
incentives in the Common Agricultural 
Policy” results from a national discus-
sion in Germany about increasing sig-
nificance of employment in agriculture. 
Foundations of the project were, on one 
hand, different concepts for employ-
ment promotion in the direct payment 
framework and, on the other hand, im-
plementation of ideas regarding “good 
work” as well as compliance with social 
standards. The question on how these 
national ideas could be integrated into 
an European context was an aim of this 
project. Project results show chances 
and possibilities for more jobs via an 
employment-orientated agricultural poli-

We expect support for our efforts 
on the way towards the future-proof 
agriculture from the Common Agri-
cultural Policy after 2013! 

cy as well as deficits in European agri-
cultural research.   

Thus, actual approaches arise for Eu-
ropean unions regarding how they can 
reach improvements for employees 
in the next funding period. Employee 
representative bodies which are com-
bined in the European Federation of 
Trade Unions in the Food, Agriculture 
and Tourism sectors (EFFAT) have used 
the last years to place their topics. We 
have succeeded in building a compre-
hensive network on the European level. 
We will use this network to further deve-
lop topics we consider important.

The next years will show how we hand-
le, answer and cope with areas which 
are important for employees, e.g. health 
and safety, life-long learning, compli-
ance with and development of social 
standards, as well as future issues in 
the context of climate change and de-
mographic change.

Preface

Holger Bartels, Industriegewerkschaft Bauen Agrar Umwelt
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Timeline EU agricultural policy – From increase in productivity to 
promotion of employment?
Dr. Frieder Thomas, Kasseler Institut für ländliche Entwicklung e.V.

1957 bis 1967 Market regulation and rationalization

 oconstruction of common market organisations for agriculture and 
agricultural trade (EEC) 

since 1968  external protection of common market

 common market organisation: systems of interventions for agricultu-
ral products, subsidised stock-keeping and export subsidies

 protection of products with tariffs, tariff-free imports of feedstuffs

 funding by European Agricultural Guidance and Guarantee Fund 
(EAGGF)

 promotion of structural change: program of farm-specific payments 
and social supplementation 

from the 
1970s

CAP reached its limits

 surpluses

 environmental problems

 rising export subsidies

 price subsidies account for about 70 percent of common budget 

First corrections

 improvement of market equilibrium through sales promotion of 
school milk, promotion of marketing, subsidies for food industry 

1977  payment for joint responsibility by producers (“milk penny”) 

1984  introduction of milk quota regime 

1988  stabiliser for grain, oil seeds, protein plants

 programs for extensification and voluntary land set-aside

 cap for agricultural budget 

1992 From increase in productivity towards international competitiveness: 
the MacSherry reform

 state transfer of income as compensation for ending price subsi-
dies, introduction of direct payments

 mandatory land set-aside

 accompanying measures for environmental services, afforestation, 
early retirement

 programs for rural development 

since 2000 Further reforms: competitiveness and sustainability

 Agenda 2000 – multi-functionality as general principle

 continued decoupling of direct payments

 abandoning market organisations

 Cross Compliance: Compliance with ecological minimum stan-
dards is condition for granting direct payments

 introduction of a second pillar for promotion of integrated rural 
development (ELER) 
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Accessions to the 
European Union

1957 
Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, 
Luxembourg, The Netherlands

1973 
Denmark, Great Britain,

1981 
Greece

1986 
Portugal, Spain

1995 
Finland, Austria, Sweden

2004 
Estonia, Latvia, Lithuania, Malta, 
Poland, Slovakia, Slovenia, Czech 
Republic, Hungary, Cyprus

2007 
Bulgaria, Romania
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Labour and employment in the 
European Union

In autumn 2011 the EU commission 
has provided proposals for designing 
Common Agricultural Policy (CAP) after 
2013. Since there is a CAP, employ-
ment issue gained a certain significance 
with these proposals. Currently, Euro-
pean subsidies for agriculture are most-
ly related to farm acreage. In the future 
there is supposed to be a limit which 
is paid to each farm (“capping”). How-
ever, affected farms can account for 
wage costs. With the current proposal 
(editorial deadline: 15/11/11), the limit is 
increased by one Euro for every Euro in 
wage costs.

Thus, significance of wage work as an 
impact factor is marginal in the reality 
of agricultural policy. It is limited on few 
farms which are affected by the limit. It 
should not be underestimated that the 
factor “wage work” is mentioned for the 
first time. It could hence mean a reori-
entation in the history of the Common 
Agricultural Policy. In the past CAP was 
more geared towards prices, products, 
margins, and farmed acreage.

Agriculture: the first common 
European policy area

CAP‘s history starts as early as the 
founding of the European Economic 
Community (EEC) in 1957. The EEC 
intended to strengthen agriculture and 
food industry – which were both wea-
kened by the World War II – in order 
to provide the population with sufficient 
amounts of inexpensive food. Thus, ag-
ricultural policy belonged to one of the 
first areas in which a truly common and 
unified policy was realised within the 
framework of the European Union (EEC 
at that time).

Productivity increase

In the first two decades, common mar-
ket and price policy for agricultural 
products and structural instruments for 
increasing productivity received priori-
ty. Price policy meant: Introduction of a 
system which guaranteed a relative high 

and stable producer price level com-
pared to the world market. This system 
successfully encouraged investments 
and productivity increase. However, the 
share of people employed in agriculture 
decreased dramatically at the same 
time. Consequences of this policy could 
be observed in the course of the 1970s: 
Due to productivity increase and inten-
sification of agricultural production, four 
problems arose:

Deficiencies were eliminated but for the 
price of having surpluses. European pri-
ce level was so high – due to the CAP 
system – that the surpluses could not 
be sold on the world market. There was 
talk about grain mountains and milk la-
kes.

At the same time it became obvious 
that intensification of productions had 
caused environmental problems.

Loosing jobs in agriculture was at first 
not being seen as a fundamental pro-
blem. On the contrary, it was a conse-
quent outcome of the transformation 
from an agricultural to an industrial 
society. The topics of agriculture and 
employment gained significance in so-
called structural weak regions in which 
there were no alternatives – e.g. in the 
areas of industry or services – and 
which were left by many people. CAP 
was not geared towards stabilising em-
ployment in agriculture but featured the 
promotion of diversification (tourism, 
direct marketing etc.) and creating non-
agricultural jobs.

If nothing else, this policy was expensi-
ve. Sustaining of a comparatively high 
producer price level, stock-keeping for 
surpluses, and subsidising of export 
cost lots of money. Agricultural budget 
accounted for about 70 percent of the 
whole common budget in 1979.
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Competitiveness

Production limits were introduced in or-
der to cope with the surplus problem, 
e.g. milk quota and later land set-aside.

Especially, international competitiven-
ess became a new goal. Here, the food 
industry which has a high economic si-
gnificance in Europe was most notably 
concerned. Agriculture as such had to 
deliver inexpensive products. This made 
a drastic policy change necessary. The 
EU stopped subsidising agricultural 
prices and withdrew completely from 
price subsidising. So-called price com-
pensation payments from the agricultu-
ral budget were employed in order to 
avoid a drastic structural breach. This 
should compensate for losses which 
were caused by the drastic price de-
creases. Because these compensation 
payments go directly to the farms, they 
are called direct payments.

Initially, the direct payments were coup-
led to certain products (e.g. grain, beef, 
later milk; no compensation payments 
for pork or potatoes). However, this sys-
tem contradicted very fundamental rules 
of the World Trade Organization (WTO). 
According to these, individual products 
may not be subsidised. Hence, these 
direct payments are decoupled by now 
(to a different degree in the EU member 
states). Main calculation basis is now 
the farmed acreage, regardless of the 
fact what is actually grown.

Labour and employment do not play a 
roll in these issues.

Sustainability

Environmental problems due to agri-
cultural intensification became mainly a 
topic in the 1980s. The first agricultural 
environment programs were thus intro-
duced at the transition from price sub-
sidies towards competitiveness. These 
so-called accompanying measures had 
amount reducing effects, too, and con-
tributed to reducing the surplus pro-
blem. Thus, these problems were also 
accepted by stake holders who did not 
deem the environmental problems gra-
ve.

With the agricultural reform of 2000, all 
instruments which contributed to susta-
inability in agriculture were integrated 
into one program (ELER, so-called se-
cond pillar). Here we can find invest-
ment promotion (aim: comparativen-
ess), agricultural environment programs 
as well as promotion programs for rural 
renewal or for diversification of compa-
nies in rural areas.

Labour and employment have different 
significance here. Investment promotion 
strengthens the investing company, si-
multaneously firing up structural change 
which results in job losses in agriculture. 
Agricultural environment programs pro-

vide payment for additional effort which 
is necessary due to a more environmen-
tally friendly production. Promotion of 
rural development supports founding 
of small and medium-sized companies 
beyond agriculture in rural areas – es-
pecially in less favoured areas.
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Strategies for employment incentives in the 
Common Agricultural Policy – Results from the project

Dr. Karin Jürgens, Kasseler Institut 
für ländliche Entwicklung e.V. The strong reduction of the European 

agricultural policy towards acreage 
subsidy results in social and economic 
imbalances. Up until now, strategies 
concerning a socially justified and em-
ployment related policy design are mis-
sing.

The project “Strategies for employment 
incentives in the Common Agricultural 
Policy” is carried out within the EU pro-
gramme “Progress” over a term of one 
year. The project’s goals originate from 
a very current event: CAP reform is up 
for 2013. The current propositions by 
the European Commission emphasise 
the promotion of employment in rural 
areas and the implementation of social 
standards. The requirement is directly 
connected to a fair distribution of direct 
payment among different types of farms

How agricultural subsidies can be ad-
vanced thereupon was discussed and 
analysed by union social partners from 

five European countries in cooperation 
with farmers, representatives of agri-
cultural organisations and scientists in 
four regional workshops and one final 
conference.

Results of the intensive analyses und 
discussions are documented in the fol-
lowing part. As a foundation for this dis-
cussion, Kasseler Institut has calcula-
ted the redistribution of direct payments 
as shown with three alternative reform 
approaches that feature a coupling of 
direct payments to labour.

Put to the test: Coupling direct 
payments to labour

Direct payments within the first pillar of 
CAP have a high share on EU agricultu-
ral budget. Payment to farms is directly 
connected to the farm’s acreage – per 
hectare as farm-specific direct payment. 
Thus, a few large farms receive a very 
high share of agricultural subsides. In 
2009, 82% of all farms in EU-27 recei-
ved up to 5,000 Euro direct payments 
per farm. This amount only constitutes 
15% of the subsidies. In contrast, 1,6% 
of all farms have a claim of more than 
50,000 Euro direct payments per farm. 
These 1,6% received 32% of all direct 
payments. On average, farms with a 
claim of up to 5.000 Euro received 902 
Euro per farm and year while farms with 
a claim of more than 50,000 Euro recei-
ved 100,230 Euro per farm and year. 1

Coupling direct payments to acreage 
causes problems

This system is often criticised because it 
causes economic imbalances between 
farms. In the face of future challenges 
in European agriculture, the questi-
on arises if there are more reasonable 
possibilities for the distribution of tax 
money other than acreage-related di-
rect payments. This implies the question 
whether a fundamental readjustment is 
necessary with a distribution coupled to 
labour instead of acreage

Acreage-related direct payments

 favour labour-extensive, large 
farms relative to labour-intensive 
farms and disadvantage farms 
with animal husbandry relative to 
crop farms,

 promote a further rationalisation of 
large crop farms, 

1 Gerhard Horvoka (2011), Arbeit statt Hektar 
fördern – Standardarbeitszeitmodell für 
Direktzahlungen, In: Kritischer Agrarbericht 
2012, Hg.: Agrarbündnis, in print)..

Tudor Dorobantu / Agrostar
The workers – especially the day labourers – have huge 
problems in Romania. Illegal employment is increasing. 
We need an agricultural policy which is more geared to-
wards social problems.
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 and do not provide satisfactory 
solutions for “new challenges” of 
EU agriculture (climate- und envi-
ronment protection, conservation 
of biodiversity)

Additionally, current system of direct 
payments is characterised by:

 high costs and bureaucratic effort

 very high share of farmer‘s income 
from direct payments (52% of 
average income in Germany in 
2010)

 lack of strategies to develop the 
CAP towards a policy for all peo-
ple engaged in agriculture, thus 
creating social sustainability

 lack of instruments within CAP’s 
first pillar for improvement of work 
quality (e.g. promotion of legal 
employment and promotion of 
occupational safety).

Coupling direct payments to  
actor labour?

Three basic approaches of coupling 
direct payment to employment exist in 
Germany.

The correction model (1) was a propo-
sal of Arbeitsgemeinschaft bäuerliche 
Landwirtschaft from the 1990s. Gene-
rally, it is geared towards the same di-
rection as the proposals of the EU Com-
mission from October 2011. However, 
the correction model is more restrictive: 
Direct payments are still calculated on 
the basis of farmed acreage. Payments 
are gradually cut, beginning at a level of 
30,000 Euro:

 25% cutback from 30,000 to 
100,000 Euro

 50% cutback from 100,000 to 
200,000 Euro

 75% cutback above 
200,000 Euro

I. Correction 
Corrections of current acreage-
related payments, stepwise 
cutbacksn

II. Indicator labour cost 
abandoning of acreage-related 
payments, direct payments for em-
ployment incentives, additionally: 
coupling direct payments to farm‘s 
contribution to national social insu-
rance as indicator of labour costs

III. Standard labour times 
abandoning of acreage-related 
payments, coupling direct pay-
ments to standardised labour 
demand

Barbara Bindner / FGA / CFDT
This project is a good example how European collaboration 
can be designed. Information is exchanged, different approa-
ches are discussed, and common contents and proposals 
are developed

Cutback of direct payments30,000 €

30,001 bis 100,000 € - 25%

100,001 bis 200,000 € - 50%

- 75%über 200,000 €
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Farms affected by this grading can cre-
dit their actual wage cost against these 
cutbacks.

This proposal aims for a fairer distri-
bution and for balancing competiti-
ve disadvantages of labour-intensive 
farms. Furthermore, it is assumed that 
the willingness of larger farms towards 
environment-friendly production is pro-
moted.

Direct payments on the basis 
of indicators for labour cost or 
standardised labour demand (II + III)

Both models dismiss a calculation of 
direct payments depending on acrea-
ge. In the first model (II), foundation of 
calculation is the farm‘s contribution to 
national social insurance.

 contributions to national social 
insurance constitute a proportio-
nally calculated share on labour 
costs of farms

 serve as reflection of labour of 
self-employed farmers and emplo-
yees

 thus, labour costs can be reduced 
and employment can be promoted 
systematically

Model III features a calculation on the 
basis of standardised labour demand. 
It is calculated according to imputed 
labour input of farms for different pro-
duction techniques (e.g. dairy cows, 
poultry, harvesting, sugar beets, grass-
land etc.).

 Proposal aims for a consideration 
of higher labour demands among 
labour-intensive, diversified farms.

 In Germany standardised labour 
demand is used by the Berufsge-
nossenschaften (Accident Preven-
tion & Insurance Associations) for 
calculation of their contribution.

 Agricultural stake holder groups 
approve these means of calculati-
ons.

There are such standardised data coll-
ections and calculations for labour de-
mand in different versions among the 
European member states (e.g. Ger-
many, Austria, Netherlands, Belgium, 
France, Czech Republic, Romania).

Both models (II + III) aim towards eco-
nomic stability, safeguarding of income, 
and work relaxation among farms. Addi-
tionally, positive effects with respect to 
rural areas, environment, and diversified 
farming can be expected.

What is the models’ impact? Survey 
of farms and conversion factors

Within the project, redistribution of di-
rect payments is calculated using the 
example of farms which can be consi-
dered typical for German agricultural 
structure. These farms could be either 
corporate bodies or individual enterpri-
ses (both full and part time) and consis-
ted of the following farm types: mixed 
farms, specialised crop farm, specia-
lised dairy farms, and farms with fatte-
ning. Necessary data originate from a 
survey among 80 farms. In this survey, 
farm-specific data from the fiscal year 
2006/2007 were collected: amount of 
subsidy claims, contribution to national 
social insurance, as well as land use 
and animal husbandry for the calculati-
on of the standardised labour demand 
etc.

Bohumir Dufek / OSPZV-ASO 
Inequalities between old and new EU member states con-
cerning agricultural subsidies have to end after 20 years 
of the European unification. Without equal treatment, the 
social coherence in rural areas is endangered in many new 
member states.



10

Conversion factors had to be determi-
ned for the redistribution of direct pay-
ments according to the indicator labour 
cost (II) and standard labour times (III). 
For this purpose, we put the total va-
lue of claim-for-payments in Germany 
in 2006 (source: Statistical Yearbook 
2009) in relation to the total amount of 

 imputed labour hours and

 German farms’ contribution to 
national social insurance.

Conversion factors of 6 Euro direct pay-
ments per imputed labour hour and 2.2 
Euro direct payments per 1 Euro contri-
bution to national social insurance were 
computed.

Examples of redistribution of direct 
payments

1. Specialised crop farm 1,470 ha ac-
reage, grassland 138 ha, additionally 
17.268 broilers per year and 738 fatte-
ning pigs

Applying the correction model, this farm 
would still receive 409,000 €. Its direct 
payments would be cut by 56,000 €, 
relative to its direct payment claim from 
2013 (465,000 €). The farm can com-
pensate a high share of the cutting by 
accounting for its actual wage costs. 
Applying the model of contribution 
to national social insurance, the farm 
would have a claim of 364,000 € due 
to utilising wage-workers. Using stan-
dard labour time as calculation basis, 
there would be a very strong cutting by 
401,000 to 148,000 € which is caused 
by the farm‘s small labour demand.

Total value of claim-for-payments in Germany 
within the framework of direct payments

(5.5 billion Euro in 2006)

relative to

∑ standardised labour time
∑ contribution to 

national social insurance

6 Euro direct payments per 
one imputed labour hour

2.2 Euro direct payments per 1 
Euro contribution to 

national social insurance

2. Mixed farm, 1,400 ha acreage, 
grassland 285 ha, additionally 300 dai-
ry cows and followers, 1000 fattening 
pigs, mother cows

The correction model has no effect on 
this farm. It would still receive its pay-
ment claim from 2013 (494,000 €). The 
farm can fully compensate the cutting by 
accounting for its wage costs. In cont-
rast, calculation according to the soci-
al contribution model results in a much 
higher amount of 603,000 €. It beco-
mes apparent that this multi-sided farm 
with wage-workers would be favoured. 
However, applying the model of stan-
dardised labour time, the farm‘s pay-
ment claim would decrease significantly 
to 208,000 €. Calculation according to 
standardised labour time assumes very 
high rationalisation advantages among 
large farms. In the case of this farm, this 
leads to disadvantages.

3. Mixed farm, 99 ha acreage, grass-
land 21 ha, additionally root crop and 
vegetables, 30 dairy cows, calf fatte-
ning, fattening pigs

In contrast to the large mixed farm (No. 
2) with 300 milk cows, this farm could 
expect an increase of 4,600 € relative 
to the payment claim of 2013 (38,900 
€). Applying the model of social contri-
bution results in a decrease of claims by 
nearly one third to 26,200 €. This family 
farm could compensate this disadvan-
tage by hiring a worker because – ac-
cording to our calculations for Germany 
– it would receive 2.2 € direct payment 
for every Euro spent on contribution to 
social security.

Among the mixed farms as well as the 
fatting farms within the scale around 
100 ha acreage, the impacts of the mo-
dels were similar.
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4. Dairy farm, 23 cows and followers, 
20 ha acreage, 18 ha grassland

With this farm as an example, it beco-
mes apparent that both a calculation 
according to standardised labour time 
as well as according to social contri-
bution would strengthen small, labour-
intensive farms. Applying both models 
would yield in doubling direct payments 
from 7,900 € to over 16,000 €. Compa-
red with farm No. 3, these family farms 
have to pay relatively high contributions 
to social security. A similar small, but 
labour-extensive crop farm would have 
to face significant cuttings of direct pay-
ment in case standardised labour time 
is applied.

In comparison: strengths and 
weaknesses of the models

In case the correction model – which 
was used in our study – is implemented, 
there would be hardly any redistribution 
of direct payments. The direct payments 
would be cut among few, labour-exten-
sive crop farms. Labour-intensive, larger 
farms with disadvantages regarding ra-
tionalisation of their production would 
at least not be affected by cuttings and 
would thus be economically stabilised. 
Farming on all other farms would stay 
the same. However, there is an incen-
tive for farm splitting in the model which 
again could result in a further separation 
of farm activities and their rationalisa-
tion. Furthermore, subsidies are with-
drawn from areas with labour-extensive 
structures (e.g. Czech Republic).

Significant redistribution by 
dismissing acreage coupling 

Coupling direct payments to labour 
costs supports larger family farms under 
the condition that they readjust and em-
ploy (more) workers. This model promo-
tes farms which have necessarily a high 
labour demand. Here, direct payments 
are redirected to large private compa-
nies with animal husbandry and respec-
tive wage labour (No. 2) – but also small 
and medium-sized family farms (full time 
and part time) because their basic con-
tribution into national social security is 
relatively high.

One can observe the highest degree of 
redistribution with the model that relies 
on standardised labour time. Here, es-
pecially labour-intensive parts of farms 
benefit. High labour demand in family-
run, labour-intensive dairy farms is valu-
ed highly in this model. This would con-
tribute to safeguarding their income and 
economic stability. However, not only 
labour-extensive, heavily rationalised 
crop farms (No. 1) would loose but also 
large mixed farms with a high degree 
of animal husbandry (No. 2) due to an 
assumed high rationalisation advantage 
(degression).
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Both models feature the following ad-
vantages:

 Economic stabilisation of labour-
intensive farms counteract struc-
tural change

 Promotion of diversification of 
farming has positive impacts on 
environment (e.g. biodiversity) and 
regional economy 

 Promotion of labour prepares ag-
riculture for expected high energy 
costs (diesel, nitrogen fertiliser)

 Especially coupling to social 
contribution promotes direct em-
ployment in agriculture and thus 
counteracts illegal labour

However, some questions remain open. 
In the case of coupling direct payments 
to contribution to national social secu-
rity, it must be clarified which activities 
can be seen as part of farming (biogas, 
farm shop). There is a lack of knowledge 
about how the model would react to re-
gionally different and changing wage le-
vels. The demand to promote job types 
in agriculture which are innovative and 
of a high quality cannot be guaranteed 
here. Furthermore, foundations of cal-
culation with respect to contribution to 
social security are organised very diffe-
rently in the member states.

Regarding the model of standard labour 
time, the non-specific approach concer-
ning elicitation of standardised labour 
time and the danger of further rationa-

lisation is criticised. This model does 
not promote secure employments but 
provides employment incentives rather 
indirectly via labour requirements. This 
could make a respective proof neces-
sary

Conclusion: If labour gains a more 
prominent role in the Common Ag-
ricultural Policy, there are significant 
redistributions of direct payments 
among all farm sizes! Generally, 
“new challenges” of EU agricultural 
policy can be better strengthened 
with a promotion of labour than with 
a promotion of acreage. 

Arnd Spahn / EFFAT
The project showed how different the state of knowledge about employ-
ment is in each member state. We need more information about work 
conditions in agriculture in order to develop and implement effective con-
cepts for the improvement of work quality and the prevention of poverty in 
rural areas.
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Labour in European agriculture – Open questions and 
domains requiring further research

Prof. Dr. Theodor Fock, 
Neubrandenburg University of 
Applied Sciences 

Agriculture once again focus of 
public talk

Agriculture and questions concerning 
agricultural methods of production are 
more spotlighted within public argu-
ments than several years back – es-
pecially wishes originating in society 
concerning methods of production 
(environmentally sound production and 
ethical husbandry) as well as potenti-
al conflicts between food and energy 
production and the advancement of 
worldwide nutrition play a decisive role. 
Contrary to that, questions concerning 
working conditions and profound chan-

ges in traditional rural societies enjoy 
much less attention in public. The tradi-
tional perception is also mirrored in the 
emphases of academic analyses.

In 2007 more than 26 million people 
worked within the European agriculture 
(EU-27) (excluding seasonal workers), 
thereof above 24 million were family 
labour and just under 2 million were re-
gularly employed wage-workers. These 
figures equal 11.7 million full-time em-
ployees and an annual decline between 
400,000 and 450,000 is recorded. 
The seemingly explicit statistical trend 
– a continuative decline of agricultural 
employment – reveals a differentiated 
development upon closer examination. 

This development takes a different 
course for each employee group – fa-
mily labour, regularly employed wage-

workers, seasonal workers – as well as 
for each member state. Different trends 
cannot be compassed by official statis-
tics. Not legally employed seasonal wor-
kers are not included and same applies 
to increasing division of labour and spe-
cialisation whereby work processes are 
relocated out of the agricultural sector. 
In Germany, for instance, commercial 
agricultural contractors gain in impor-
tance. New fields of work like energy 
production or communal services and 
services in relation to the environment 
are often performed outside the agri-
cultural sector due to tax law conside-
rations.

Structural change governed by 
many parameters

In the long term several different para-
meters influence the quantitative and 
qualitative development of labour and 
labour organisation in agriculture. Those 
are technological progression, demo-
graphical and societal change, aspects 
of labour organisation as well as influ-
ences from markets, international com-
petition and agricultural policy (latter will 
not be examined at this point). Technolo-
gical change and especially the impact 
of the rapid entrance of information 
technology in agricultural processes are 
insufficiently researched up to now. So-
cietal change, shifting values of society 
and ways of living find there ways into 
rural societies – even though, according 
to experience, with some delay. Primari-
ly within family owned farms, correspon-
ding effects become visible and can be 
observed: higher rate of divorces, larger 
professional independence of women 
and ways of living that are focussing on 
self-fulfilment can contest the traditional 
model of family owned farms – in fact 
irrespectively of economical perspecti-
ves. Demographic change also serious-
ly impacts the factor labour within agri-
culture: Due to “missing” children, farm 
succession can be endangered and 
generally, not only concerning family la-
bour, the emerging skill shortage within 
agriculture is intensified by the current 
demographic development. Rural and 
agricultural labour markets in Europe 
are very much shaped by regulations 
in social and labour legislation as well 
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as national or regional traditions. There-
fore, processes of development occur 
in different surrounding conditions. A 
comparative, European scientific analy-
sis happens rarely and the studies are 
usually restricted to the respective nati-
onal labour market.

Agricultural social research with 
shortcomings

During the last 30 years certain em-
phases where established in scientific 
analysis concerning agricultural labour. 
In this process diverse scientific dis-
ciplines attend to the topic with their 
subject-specific point of view. These 
are partial disciplines within agricultural 
economics in particular, as well as ru-

ral sociology, and regional economical 
and developmental domains. During 
the 1980s a renaissance of research 
concerning the agricultural family farm 
could be observed. In the 1990s the 
focus was put on questions concerning 
transformation research and different 
organisation models in agriculture. Par-
allel and subsequently issues regarding 
rural development, especially endoge-
nous development, gained in impor-
tance. Naming the currently dominee-
ring question would be difficult. During 
this period of time the subject “rural 
and agricultural working environments” 
could only claim a minor or rather margi-
nal position within the above mentioned 
special branches of science. Effects of 
technological, social or demographical 
change are, if at all, analysed in indivi-
dual studies.

The European dimension of such scien-
tific studies is missing to the greatest 
extend. Although national conditions 
are still a big issue, agricultural labour 
is Europeanised and parameters like 
technological, social or demographical 

change are European phenomena as 
well. Labour markets are not protected 
by national borders any more and with 
seasonal work cross-border migration is 
of decisive importance for quite a while. 
However, at the same time there are 
migrations of agricultural entrepreneurs 
(e.g. Dutch or Danish farmer in middle 
and east Europe) and recently an incre-
ased interest of non-traditional investors 
can be observed. These are phenomena 
which were only little analysed. Thus, it 
would be overall desirable, if different 
questions of agricultural labour markets 
were to be researched within their Euro-
pean dimension. The agricultural sector 
will only be able to fulfil its functions in 
food production and beyond in a fa-
shion corresponding to social demands 
and wishes if employees in agriculture, 
family and wage-workers, are active in 
a sufficient number and able to work 
motivated and dedicated within good 
working conditions.

Alois Karner / ProGe
We were able to discuss the project‘s theoretical approa-
ches with the practitioners in firm visits. Collaboration with 
scientist, chambers, and educational institutions revealed 
the importance of a transnational, interdisciplinary work.
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Employment incentives in the Common Agricultural Policy – 
Main acting fields of labour unions

Thomas Hentschel, 
PECO Institut e.V. In the next years, employment will be-

come a central problem in the economic 
development of Europe – especially in 
rural areas.2 Poverty is predicted in a 
study of the European Commission “Po-
verty and social exclusion in rural are-
as”.  Jobs in agriculture and forestry are 
of special significance in this context. 
Although agriculture and forestry have 
only a small percentage share on em-
ployment and value creation in rural are-
as, impacts on employment in up- and 
downstream industries are undoubtedly 
high. A job in agriculture creates five 
more jobs in up- and downstream areas. 

In case agriculture is not able to sustain 
its competitive ability, there are immedi-
ate impacts on other jobs and thus on 
rural areas as a whole. Problems like 
demographic changes, competition for 

workers with other attractive sectors, 
and a predicted shortage of skilled la-
bour are increasingly recognised and 
discussed. While seasonal workers for 
manual and easy to learn tasks can be 
recruited easily form other regions, this 
is more difficult with skilled workers. 
Thus, a foresighted agricultural policy 
has to address these problems.

Hitherto promotion policy by product- 
and acreage subsidies cannot fit these 
requirements and is increasingly criti-
cised by the public in the face of scarce 
budgets. A paradigm shift is initiated 

with the reform proposals of the Euro-
pean Commission from October 12th 
2011 – under the condition that these 
proposals are adopted by the European 
Council and the European Parliament.

However, no qualitative improvement of 
work and work conditions result from 
this step. Initiatives and promotion pos-
sibilities for a qualitative improvement of 
agricultural labour are needed in order 
to meet requirements for sustainable 
agriculture. Here, labour unions identify 
several approaches.

For example, a core demand of the past 
years was the integration of European 
safety and occupational health standard 
into the Cross Compliance framework. 
A call for cutting subsides in case of 
violation of rules can be considered a 
first step in the right direction towards 
“sustainable work” – however, it is not 
enough.

Rather, companies should be asked to 
take initiative on their own to develop 
good work conditions. Development 
and promotion of additional systems of 
social partnership in order to prevent 
poverty among agricultural workers 
would thus be a forward-looking step.

Workers are considered for the first 
time within the Common Agricultural 
Policy due to the proposal to subsi-
dise wages.

2 Poverty and social exclusion in rural 
areas; European Commission, Directorate-
General Employment, Social Affairs & Equal 
Opportunities; Brussels 2008
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Further approaches to couple direct 
payments to labour were developed 
and discussed within this project‘s 
framework. The three discussed models 
aim towards a stronger consideration of 
employment in agricultural subsidy poli-
cy. However, developed approaches are 
not comparable within Europe, yet. The-
re is a lack of knowledge with respect 
to evaluation of labour and a lack of a 
unified database for the fundamentals 
of computation. We suggest for the next 
funding period that impacts of technical, 
social and demographic change on jobs 
and work conditions in agriculture are 
researched within the framework of the 
so-called second pillar. Of course, there 
has to be a transnational discussion and 
a knowledge transfer in order to reach 
comparable data and information.

In general, the second pillar provides 
good approaches for the development 
of “sustainable work conditions”. A 
foundation for this is the promotion of 
education. European social partners 
have illustrated in numerous educational 
initiatives that they are capable of ac-
ting.  With the agreement of the social 
partners for “Agripass”, there is an Euro-
pean approach for vocational education 
in European agriculture since more than 
ten years. This instrument must be de-
veloped further in context with the Eu-
ropean Qualifications Framework and 
must be used as orientation for livelong 
learning in agricultural vocational edu-
cation.

Impacts on jobs should be an important 
criteria when setting funding schemes. 
Investments in agricultural buildings, vil-
lage renewal, energetic reconstruction 
or promotion of renewable energies are 
possible approaches for direct promoti-
on of employment in rural areas. 

Well trained employees are neces-
sary for a comparative and susta-
inable European agriculture. Main 
acting fields of labour unions are 
fighting impacts of climate change, 
securing skilled workers, monitoring 
demographic change, fighting social 
poverty in rural areas, and observa-
tion and development of social stan-
dards.
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Germany

Industriegewerkschaft Bauen-Agrar-Umwelt - www.igbau.de

PECO-Institut für nachhaltige Regionalentwicklung e.V. - www.peco-ev.de

www.agri-employment.eu

www.laendlicher-raum.eu

Kasseler Institut für ländliche Entwicklung e.V. - www.kasseler-institut.org

Neubrandenburg University of Applied Sciences - www.hs-nb.de

Austria

Produktionsgewerkschaft ProGe - www.pro-ge.at

France

FGA / CFDT - www.fga-cfdt.fr

Forum Social Innovation - www.forum-si.eu 

Czech Republic

OSPZV / ASO - www.ospzv-aso.cz

Romania

Agrostar - www.federatia-agrostar.ro


