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Abstract: Change in the socio-economic system and then the accession of Poland 
to the European Union as well as globalization changed the Polish agriculture 
demonstrating, at the same time, a number of its weaknesses. Transformations 
taking place in agriculture are significant not only in economic but also in social 
terms, especially in the context of ensuring food safety as well as performing 
functions of a non-market nature by the segment of the economy. The premise for 
substantiating the need to analyze changes in agriculture is also large support 
for this sector from public funds. For this reason, the possibilities to make de-
velopment processes in agriculture more dynamic are of particular significance.  
In the paper results of a statistical-descriptive analysis of the process of structu-
ral transformations in agriculture in the first decade of the 21st century as well as 
factors determining the pace and directions of changes taking place are presen-
ted. The reasoning was based on selected indicators describing changes in basic 
agricultural structures which determine the economic potential and competitive 
capacities of agricultural farms to the main extent. Due to the significant regional 
diversity of the Polish agriculture, changes in the structures of the agricultural 
sector were also analyzed from this perspective.
 The paper refers to individual agriculture, constituting the dominant segment 
of the agricultural sector in Poland. It was based on data from common statistics as 
well as results of representative field studies conducted periodically by the Institute 
of Agricultural and Food Economics - National Research Institute (IERiGŻ-PIB) 
on a sample of approx. 0.2% of the actual number of individual farms.
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Introduction

Development processes in economic activities result, among others, in the de-
crease of significance of agriculture in the economy. This tendency is reflected 
in the decreasing share of agriculture in the Gross Domestic Product (GDP) 
of particular countries (Mrówczyńska-Kamińska 2008). The decrease in the 
profit-making function of agriculture is a universal regularity (Mrówczyńska-
Kamińska 2008), while "the economic shrinkage" of agriculture does not au-
tomatically mean its marginalization (Woś 1999a).

The decrease in the economic importance of agriculture is more and more vi-
sible also in the Polish domestic economy. Despite the increase in agricultural 
production, the share of the agricultural sector in Poland's GDP is being syste-
matically reduced. As a result, in 2013 it amounted to 3.4% (Mały Rocznik... 
2014). Nonetheless, it is still approx. two times higher than the average in the 
European Union (EU) which amounted to 1.8% in 2012 (Nurzyńska 2014).

The economic decrease in the significance of agriculture does not involve 
a reduction in its impact on the general economic and social situation in our 
country (Tomczak 2005). Agriculture covers half of Poland's area. As a result, 
it determines the directions of land use and shapes the natural environment to 
the main extent. 

The Polish economy, despite the progressing so called de-agrarianization, is 
still characterized by a relatively large significance of the agricultural sec-
tor (Baer-Nawrocka Poczta 2014). This is mostly confirmed by the relatively 
large significance of agriculture in the employment of people (Chmieliński 
2013) and creating their income (Sikorska 2006b, Karwat-Woźniak 2012).

The biggest challenge currently in the economic sphere is the competitive-
ness of agriculture which puts an obligation to improve the use of its produc-
tion potential (especially land and work resources). This process involves the 
need to diversify economic activities of the farming population which, conse-
quently, contributes to the improvement in the competitiveness of agriculture, 
the increase in incomes and leads to the implementation of a multifunctional 
development of agriculture and rural areas. Therefore, the pace of structural 
changes determining the improvement in the productivity of our Polish agri-
culture becomes the main issue.

The paper puts special emphasis on the analysis of individual agriculture1 

which is the dominant segment of the Polish agricultural sector2 and, at the 
same time, still faces a number of development difficulties. Its purpose is to 
analyze structural changes in the first decade of the 21st century (with break-

1 The study, despite certain conceptual differences, interchangeably uses the notion agriculture (farm): 
family and individual.
2 This segment uses approx. 90% of land used for agriculture.
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down into the period before and after the accession to the EU) as well as 
factors determining the pace and directions of changes taking place. The re-
asoning was based on selected indicators and features describing changes in 
basic structures of the agricultural sector. The set used in the paper included 
groups of indicators which determine the economic potential and competitive 
capacities of agricultural farms to the main extent. For this reason, the paper 
focused on: the features of farmers, the acreage and the area structure of ag-
ricultural farms, the use of land, market activities as well as the efficiency of 
management.

Map 1. Location of villages and size of study sample by macroregions

The bold line marks the boundaries of distinguished macro-regions which include the following 
voivodships:
I  Middle-Western – kujawsko-pomorskie, wielkopolskie;
II Middle-Eastern – łódzkie, mazowieckie, lubelskie, podlaskie;
III South-Eastern – świętokrzyskie, małopolskie, podkarpackie, śląskie;
IV South-Western – opolskie, lubuskie, dolnośląskie;
V  Northern – zachodniopomorskie, pomorskie, warmińsko-mazurskie.
(   ) size of the examined sample in 2011 (percentage of the actual number of individual agricul-
tural farms).

The Polish agriculture is characterized by large regional diversity (Poczta, 
Bartkowiak 2012). For this reason, processes of structural transformations in 
the agricultural sector were also analyzed from this perspective. 
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The basic instrument in the paper is descriptive analysis with the use of com-
parative and quantitative methods, while the used material was data from com-
mon statistics, mainly the results of the National Agricultural Census (PSR) 
2002 and 2010. Data from the Central Statistical Office (GUS) was supple-
mented with the results of field studies conducted periodically by IERiGŻ- 
-PIB, mainly from 2000, 2005 and 2011. The survey covered all agricultural 
farms with acreage bigger than 1 ha of utilized agricultural area (UAA) used by 
natural persons, namely individual agricultural farms, being in fact family farms 
(Zegar, 2008). The examined entities3 were located in 76 villages from various 
macro-regions4 of the country (map 1). The villages were selected intentionally 
so as to ensure that the size of the examined family farms was in proportion to 
the actual area structure on the national level as well as in the spatial perspec-
tive. The surveyed entities constituted approx. 1/500 of the actual number of in-
dividual agricultural farms and their number in the last study amounted to 3,300.

Empirical data from field studies used in the analysis each time concerned 
the economic year or the status at its end. These were, accordingly, the years 
1999/2000, 2004/2005 and 2010/2011 which was defined in brief in the paper 
as the years 2000, 2005 and 2011.

Resources of agricultural land 

Land in agricultural activities is a production resource of a particular type sin-
ce, as opposed to other goods used in the production process, it is not subject 
to displacement and increase (Woś, 1998b). In addition, the process of exclu-
ding land from agricultural use intensified in recent years due to the develop-
ment of non-agricultural sectors as well as the development of infrastructure. 
In consequence, the acreage of land for agricultural use is becoming more 
and more limited (Wasilewski 2006). For this reason, UAA is one of the most 
important resources of the farm (Kowalski, 1998).

According to data from PSR, in 2010 agricultural land being a part of agricul-
tural farms amounted to 15.5 million ha of UAA5 and this acreage was smaller 
by 8% than that in 2002. As a result, the share of the UAA in the general area 
of the country decreased from 54% to 50%.

Arable land is dominant among UAA used in agriculture in Poland. In 2010, 
it occupied 12.1 million ha and constituted 70.4% of the total area of agri-
cultural land constituting agricultural farms, while permanent pasture – 3.2 
million ha (21.0%), on the other hand orchards covered 0.3 million (2.3%). 
The remaining 0.5 million ha of UAA (6.3%) did not meet the requirements 

3 The paper interchangeably uses the notion agricultural farm and entity.
4 The applied spatial division reflects the historical shape of economic similarities and differences in the 
features of agriculture and in socio-economic properties of the rural population [Sikorska 2006a]
5 In 2010 in Poland, they constituted approx. 82% of all resources of UR the area of which amounted to 
18.9 million ha. 
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of good agricultural culture. This means that the production potential of the 
Polish agriculture is 14.1 million ha of UAA.

The advantage of arable land was reflected within the territory of the entire 
country, although permanent pasture was clearly more dominant in eastern 
and southern areas of the country (by about 10 percentage points) than on the 
average. The relatively large share of this type of UAA within this territory 
determines the focus of production to cattle rearing. It should be added that 
permanent pasture does not only serve fodder functions but also non-produc-
tion ones. Due to the flower diversity, they are valuable in terms of the natural 
environment and landscape as well as in terms of tourism.

Processes of concentration of agricultural land

The process of substituting factors of agricultural production is taking place 
along with economic development, while replacing land with capital is be-
coming more significant (Johnson 2001). In consequence, the impact and 
significance of the acreage of cultivated land decreases in determining the 
production results of particular farms (Woś 1998a), while land is becoming 
the environment and space of agricultural production rather than a production 
factor to a relatively larger extent (Woś 2001). However, under conditions of 
the Polish agriculture, especially from the perspective of particular agricul-
tural manufacturers, the area of used land still determines both the scale of 
production and the profitability of agricultural activities to a significant extent 
(Zegar 2009a). This means that under conditions of a high fragmentation in 
terms of area, the increase in the farm's acreage may considerably affect the 
economic situation6. Achieving a reasonable scope of concentration of UAA is 
also desired from the point of view of the protection of natural resources and 
sustainable agricultural development (Wrzaszcz, Zegar 2014). In this case, the 
development of the agricultural sector in Poland is connected to a significant 
extent with processes of land concentration, especially within individual far-
ms (Zegar 2009b).

Processes of concentration in agriculture also determine the increasing requi-
rements of the recipients of agricultural products, especially regarding the size 
of product batches. The need to increase the production scale by farmers ai-
ming at achieving (maintaining) income from agriculture at least at the parity 
level is also more and more evident. This requirement should also be related to 
trends of relative decrease in prices of agricultural products7 which, as a mat-

6 The studies demonstrate the fact that increase in the area of cultivated land by 1 ha increases the farm's 
opportunity to move to a higher production group by 3-4% [Karwat-Woźniak 2009].
7 In 2012,  ac compared to 1995. the index of prices of products purchased by farmers amounted to 317.4%, 
while a similar index regarding products sold by farmers amounted to only 240.6%. As a result, the index 
of prices (price scissors) of products sold by farmers to products purchased for the purposes of agricultural 
production at that time amounted to 73.4%, (75.7% - when it comes to products purchased for production 
purposes) which means that the prices of products sold by farmers were increasing 25% slower than the 
prices of products purchased by them [Rocznik Statystyczny … 2013].
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ter of principle, is a universal regularity and results in the decrease in unit 
profitability of agricultural production.

The final preparation period and the years of participation in EU structures 
significantly affected the evolution of agricultural structures. During that time, 
relatively large structural changes took place in Polish rural areas and agricu-
lture. These transformations are reflected in changes in the number of farms 
and their area structure (table  1) as well as the progress of the UAA concen-
tration process (table 2).

Table 1. Changes in area structure of individual agricultural farms

Source: own calculations on the basis of PSR 2002 and 2010.

In the years 2002-2010 the number of individual agricultural farms, which 
include entities with area above 1 ha of UAA, decreased from 1,951,700 to 
1,558,400, namely by 20% (table  1). This means that the processes of loss of 
individual agricultural farms accelerated because the discussed period saw the 
loss of 2.5 % of such entities on average each year while the value of this indi-
cator was approx. two times lower in the previous decade (Sikorska, 2013a). 
In addition, field studies demonstrate the fact that the tendency to liquidate 
farms was strengthened after Poland's accession to the EU. According to this 
data, the years 2005-2011 saw the loss of 55% more farms on average each 
year than the years 2000-2005 on average each year (Karwat-Woźniak, 2012).

Changes in the number of individual agricultural farms were very diverse de-
pending on their area (table 1). The number of entities with acreage up to 
30 ha of UAA decreased, while the largest loss - as much as 26%, could be 
observed in the group of agricultural farms with area up to 5 UAA which usu-
ally could not provide work and livelihood for an average agricultural family. 
It should be pointed out that despite these changes entities with this acreage 
constituted the most numerous community (55% of all individual agricultural 
farms). Different processes could be seen in the community of relatively large 
entities in terms of area, namely with acreage at least 30 ha UAA in which, 
as it results from the studies, it is possible to pursue the parity level of con-
sumption and relevant funds for further modernization which enables their 
further development. In total, the number of entities increased by 24% in this 
area group. The increase was even higher in the group of farms with 50 ha and 
larger. The number of farms larger in terms of area should still be considered 

 

SPECIFICATION Years Total 
Area groups of farms in ha of UAA  

1-5 5-10 10-15 15-30 30-50 ≥ 50 

Structure of farms  2002 
2010 

100.0
100.0

58.7
55.2

21.9 
22.5 

9.4
9.8

7.8 
8.6 

1.6 
2.3 

0.8
1.6

Changes in number of farms  
in years 2000-2010 (%) -20.1 -25.9 -17.6 -16.6 -10.7 +13.7 +42.1
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small. In 2010 the share of individual agricultural farms with area at least 
30 ha UAA amounted to 3.9%, while 50 ha and larger – 1.6%.

Taking into account the fact that changes in the area structure are usually 
evolutionary, the recorded decrease in the number of farms is significant and 
indicates progress in the rationalization of agricultural structures, the profes-
sionalization of economic activities in the rural population and, first of all, 
creates the possibilities of a more effective use of agricultural land and a better 
use of the economies of scale to improve the competitiveness of Polish indivi-
dual agricultural farms (Sikorska, Karwat-Woźniak 2012).

Table 2. Structure of agricultural land use by area of individual agricultural farms

Source: own calculations on the basis of PSR 2002 and 2010.

The analysis of changes in the structure of land use by family farms by their 
area demonstrates the fact that a slight decrease (from 13.6 to 13.4 million ha, 
namely by approx. 1.5%) in the area of UAA being at the disposal of this com-
munity was accompanied by a large diversity of this process by area groups. In 
the years 2002-2010 the loss (by 9%) of UAA could be observed in the group 
of entities up to 30 ha UAA. The acreage of land at the disposal of farmers with 
farms of total area of 30 and more ha UAA increased (by 19%). However, ara-
ble land constituting entities up to 5 ha UAA, despite the decrease, accounted 
for as much as 16% (in 2002 – 19%) of the total area of UAA in individual far-
ms. On the other hand, the share of UAA decreased from 25 to 36% in entities 
with the possibility to meet the conditions of growing competition.

The structure of land use by entities from particular area groups is more signi-
ficant in the assessment of structural changes and their impact on the competi-
tive potential rather than the structure of farms (Post 2013). It is the structure 
of land use that determines the average production conditions in a particular 
country (Sadowski, Baer-Nawrocka, Poczta 2013).

However, the Polish agriculture is still characterized by one of the worse area 
structures of agricultural farms as well as an unfavourable structure of use. As 
compared to the area structure of farms in EU member states, relations similar 
to Poland were present only in the agriculture of Italy, Lithuania and Portu-
gal. In countries characterized by the best area structure (Denmark, Ireland, 
Germany) the share of farms to up to 5 ha UAA did not exceed 10% and they 
disposed of no more than 1%. 

 

SPECIFICATION Years Total Area groups of agricultural farms in ha UAA 
1-5 5-10 10-15 15-30 30-50 ≥ 50 

Structure of use of 
UAA  

2002 
2010 

100.0
100.0

18.6
16.3

20.3 
18.7 

14.9 
13.8 

21.1 
20.3 

9.5 
10.1 

15.6 
20.8 

Changes in area of UAA in 
years 2002-2010 (%) -1.5 -13.6 -9.4 -9.2 -5.5 +4.2 +31.5 
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Figure 1. Average area of individual agricultural farm
Source: Statistical Yearbooks of the Republic of Poland (relevant yearbooks)

Increasing the acreage of farms is an autonomous process and is an expression 
of internal development forces present in agriculture. The outcome of these 
tendencies from the macroeconomic perspective are structural transforma-
tions in agriculture (Tomczak, 2005).

The possession of land by family farms is being systematically improved. 
This tendency is reflected in the increase of the average farm area (figure 1). 
From the beginning of the transformation (1990) to 2013 the average area of 
a statistical individual agricultural farm increased from 6.3 to 9.3 of UAA, 
namely by 47.6% and thus the average annual increase amounted to 2.1%.

The dynamics of land concentration is the result of numerous factors, while 
the analysis of the intensity of this process in particular periods demonstra-
ted the fact that they were mainly related to general economic conditions and 
their impact on the situation of the non-agricultural job market as well as the 
economic situation in agriculture. This thesis is reflected, among others, in a 
clear strengthening of the concerned process after Poland's accession to the EU 
which resulted, among others, in the increase in the profitability of agricultural 
production. At the same time, the requirements of EU markets resulted in the 
need to introduce technological changes to the process of manufacturing agri-
cultural raw materials, to increase the production scale and improve its quality. 
These factors as well as EU funds for projects related to the development of 
rural and agricultural areas as well as subsidies directly related to the area of 
cultivated land, changed the attitude of Polish farmers regarding the acreage of 
owned farms. These attitudes were also affected by the situation on the mar-
ket of agricultural land as well as the possibilities of being employed outside 
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agriculture. As a result, the average acreage of an individual agricultural farm 
increased by 3.2% on average each year in the period 2005-2013. As compared 
to previous years, this increase should be considered very high8. But it still dif-
fers from the dynamics of transformations in this level in EU-15 member states 
since the average farm area significantly differs from the size creating potential 
conditions of competitiveness (Zegar, 2009a). The average farm area in Poland 
is approx. two times smaller than the average area in EU-15. In addition, it is 
several times smaller than in countries with which our farms compete due to 
the assortment of production, e.g. Germany (40.6 ha UAA).

Figure 2. Average area of individual agricultural farm by macro-regions
Symbols of macro-regions and voivodships they cover as in Map No. 1.
Source: Prepared on the basis of PSR 2010

The loss in the number of farms as well as processes of land concentrati-
on were of a common nature and were shaped by similar factors. However, 
the force of their impact within particular areas of the country was different. 
It was determined by spatial differences in the level of the general economic 
development as well as agricultural development, the significance of agricul-
tural activities as a place for work and the source of income and in the situa-
tion on the local market of agricultural land. As a result, the progress of UAA 
concentration from the spatial perspective was diverse (figure 2). This process 
was relatively most clearly observed in northern and western areas with the 
traditional largest clusters of economically strong farms, constituting the main 

8 In 1990-2005 an average area of an individual agricultural farm expanded every year by nearly 1.4% 
(in 2000-2005 –  by 0.9%.)

 
 



source of livelihood and a place of employment for the farmer and members of 
his family. Maintaining a competitive position on the market for these entities 
involves the need to increase their production potential, including the impro-
vement in the level of land possession. In the northern macro-region where the 
Agricultural Property Agency (ANR) started selling (handing over) for lease 
the largest number of UAA, the average area of an individual agricultural farm 
was two times higher than on average in the country and every six farm has at 
least 30 ha UAA. 

Assessing the processes of concentration, we should assume that they were 
strongly connected with market conditions of agricultural production in the 
Middle-Western, South-Western and Northern macro-regions and indicated 
large efforts from farmers in adapting the property of used farms to the chan-
ging conditions of functioning (Sikorska, 2013). 

In the light of the macro-regions described above, the processes of concen-
tration within family farms were significantly less advanced in other areas 
characterized by traditional agriculture. In particular, this situation was visible 
in the South-Western macro-region characterized by a relatively large share of 
entities producing exclusively or mainly for own needs . Agricultural farms in 
this area have been characterized by the largest area fragmentation on the nati-
onal level for many years. The average area of an individual agricultural farm 
is twice smaller than the average area in the entire community. According to 
data from field studies, almost two-thirds of farms located in this area does not 
perform any profit-making functions or their nature is marginal. Agricultural 
activities was the dominant source of income only for 17% of families using 
individual farms. At the same time,56% lived mostly from paid work, while 
another group covering more than 26% of the examined set were families of 
retired persons. This socio-economic structure of the population related to 
farms preserves the existing area structure.

Socio-demographic features of farmers

Human capital is currently perceived as the main factor decisive for the effec-
tive use of production resources and success in conducted business activities 
(Coleman, Grant, Josling, 2004). The constantly growing role of intangible 
factors in the contemporary process of economic development changes the 
conditions of competition to a significant extent and, at the same time, creates 
new challenges. The popularization of the paradigm of the significance of 
human capital in production processes results, among others, in the growing 
significance of the population's socio-demographic features when determining 
the conditions of progress in reconstructing agricultural structures in Poland 
as well as the possibilities to take up professional activities beyond the family 
agricultural farms (Wołoszyn, Ratajczak 2007).

Relatively young persons, first of all, are willing to change and develop. This 
thesis also refers to problems related to the transformations of agricultural 
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107structures and, first of all, the adopted strategies of adapting entities functio-
ning in the sphere of production to the changing conditions of functioning 
(Karwat-Woźniak, 2013). The features of farm managers seem particularly 
significant from the perspective of structural transformations in agriculture.

Figure 3. Age structure of individual farmers
Source: prepared on the basis of PSR 2002 and 2010.

The analysis of the age of individual farm managers demonstrates the fact 
that in 2010 the share of farmers9 in the working mobile age for the first time 
since the beginning of the 1990s was lower than the share of managers in the 
working non-mobile age which was accompanied by a small decrease in the 
percentage of people in retirement age (figure 3). The age structure of Polish 
farmers may still be considered sufficient, especially as compared to the situ-
ation in this respect in EU agriculture (Chmieliński, Karwat-Woźniak 2014). 
This situation is profitable especially from the perspective of a pro-effective 
reconstruction of agricultural structures.

The signs of ageing were relatively more visible among farmers from smaller 
entities in terms of area the agricultural activities of which was focused on 
own needs. For this reason, the relation between the size of the farm and the 
manager's age was not only maintained but it also deepened. The larger the 
area of the farm, the more favourable the situation regarding the age of ma-
nagers, which was proven by differences in the percentage of farmers in the 
working age up to 44 years and those above 65 years of age. In 2010 the share 

9 The paper interchangeably uses the notion: manager, managing person, farmer.
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108 of farmers aged up to 44 in entities with area 1-5 ha UAA amounted to 36%, 
while 65 years - constituted 12%. The percentage of managers in the working 
mobile age gradually increased in farms larger in terms of area, while it de-
creased in the post-working age to reach the values of similar shares – accor-
dingly 48 and 2%, in farms 50 ha and larger.

When interpreting the relatively young age of Polish farmers and changes 
in the share of persons in retirement age among farm managers, it should be 
stated that the generation shift in the Polish agriculture proceeds relatively 
smoothly. This process was affected by circumstances related to legal condi-
tions of acquiring retirement benefits by farmers as well as increasing possi-
bilities to achieve satisfactory income from work in family agricultural farms 
and the possibility to obtain financial aid for their modernization.

Figure 4. Regional diversity of the share of farmers in post-working age
* Symbols of macro-regions and voivodships they cover as in Map No. 1.
Prepared on the basis of results of field studies IERiGŻ-PIB 2011.

The studies documented the fact that the age structure of farmers was invaria-
bly diverse spatially but macro-region differences were relatively smaller than 
in the case of area groups or the production scale (Karwat-Woźniak, 2013). 
These differences involved not only factors shaping the situation in agriculture 
but also differences in the level of socio-economic development of particular 
regions and the situation on the non-agricultural job market. In consequence, 
farmers invariably form a relatively younger group in areas with a favorable 
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109area structure, a large scale of production and high profitability of agricultural 
activities (figure 4).

A feature of farmers having a substantial effect on the effectiveness of functio-
ning of used farms is their level of education. The comparison of the level of 
education of managers in 2002 and in 2010 demonstrates a substantial impro-
vement in this level. This applied both to general education and professional 
education (figures 5 and 6).

In the case of general education, these positive changes were visible at all 
levels of education. Managers who graduated from primary schools or junior 
high schools still constituted a relatively significant group (19%) but this com-
munity was two times smaller than in 2002. Basic vocational education was 
the most common education in both years (38-40% of managers). Progress 
was recorded at the level of secondary schools and tertiary schools (increase 
from almost 23 to 31%) as well as universities (from 4 to 10%). These changes 
were visible especially among managers of larger farms in terms of area. As 
a result, 2/3 of farmers from farms with area 50 ha and more graduated at 
least from secondary schools, including 1/5 - from universities. In the case of 
managers of entities of smaller area, the enrolment rate was relatively lower. 
The relatively smallest number of well-educated persons managed farms with 
acreage from 5 to 10 ha UAA. 37% of persons in this community had at least 
secondary education.

Figure 5. Structure of basic education level among individual farmers
* It applies to education at the level of primary schools and junior high schools as well as 
non-finished basic education. 
Source: prepared on the basis of PSR 2002 and 2010.

Processes of change in structures of Polish agriculture in term
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110 Under conditions of growing competition, meeting requirements in an effec-
tive manner more and more often depends on the skills of farmers (Klepacki, 
2005) which, at a certain point, is determined by agricultural education, espe-
cially school education. For this reason, the group of farmers with school pro-
fessional education increased from 20 to 25%. These positive changes were 
visible especially among managers of farms focused on the market, usually 
larger in terms of area. As a result, the highest percentage of well-educated 
persons were observed among farm managers with acreage 50 ha UAA and 
more. 26% of farmers in this group had agricultural education at the secon-
dary level, subsequent 12% - had university level, while these were the least 
frequent among managers of entities with acreage 1-5 ha UAA, and similar 
indicators amounted to, accordingly,6 and 2%.

Figure 6. Structure of agricultural education among individual farmers
Source: prepared on the basis of PSR 2002 and 2010.

The differences above confirm the thesis that mainly persons with farms with 
a relatively high production potential or persons who may run them (take them 
over) are interested in gaining agricultural education. 

The analysis of the level of education among individual farmers in particular 
macro-regions demonstrates the fact that these differences were determined 
by similar factors and differences in the demographic structure of this popula-
tion. Managers from the Middle-Western macro-region were traditionally re-
latively best prepared for the profession of a farmer (figure 7) 41% of farmers 
had school agricultural education in this part of Poland. A completely different 
situation was observed in the South-Eastern macro-region where only nearly 
13% of managers graduated from agricultural schools.
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Figure 7. Spatial differences in education among Polish farmers in 2011
Symbols of macro-regions and voivodships they cover as in Map No. 1.
Source: Prepared on the basis of results of field studies IERiGŻ-PIB 2011

Market activities

The free-market economy and the need to meet the conditions of increasing 
competition force the restructuring and modernization of the Polish agricul-
ture. This means that farmers need to undertake continuous actions adapting 
farms used by them to the changing conditions of functioning. The result of 
different attitudes towards the owned farm, the farmers' skills is a more and 
more visible division into product entities, entities oriented on the market as 
well as farms with weak and accidental relations with the market the role of 
which is limited to the production of agricultural products for the needs of the 
farmer and his family. Under Polish conditions, the existence of such entities 
serving mainly as extended households should be traced back not only to eco-
nomic but also cultural conditions (Sikorska, 2003).

Farmers always included a group of farmers inactive on the agricultural mar-
ket conducting agricultural production for own needs. However, along with 
the intensification of competition, the scale of this phenomenon was syste-
matically increasing (table 3). According to data from field studies, in 2011 
the total number of entities without production constituted 28% of all the ex-
amined family farms, while in 2000 they constituted 11%. This means that 
the share of this category of entities in that time increased by 1.5 percentage 
points on average each year. 
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112 Table 3. Share of non-production farms among farms from particular area groups (%)

* This group also includes farms not conducting agricultural production the share of which 
in 2000 amounted to 2.8% of and in 2011 - only 0.5% of population in question.
Source: Prepared on the basis of results of field studies IERiGŻ-PIB 2000, 2005 and 2011.

Attention in the analysis of the phenomenon of non-production entities is 
drawn to the diversity of the pace of increase in this category of entities. The 
years 2000-2005 were characterized by a relatively small increase in this com-
munity since the share of this category of entities increased by 0.5 percentage 
points on average each year. As opposed to this period, the years 2005-2011 
saw a dynamic increase in the pace in the growth in the group of non-produc-
tion farms and their share increased by 2.5 percentage points on average each 
year. Therefore, the increase in this category of entities was two times larger 
than in the first years of the economic transformation in Poland.

The dynamic increase in the share of non-production farms documents the fact 
that structural transformations in the Polish agriculture invariably take place 
mostly through economic polarization processes with a simultaneous rela-
tively slow rationalization of agrarian structures. The existence of such a great 
community of farms without production the owners of which do not decide 
to liquidate their production property hinders concentration processes and the 
development of entities aiming at strengthening their competitive position.

The agrarian factor determines the production potential of agricultural farms to 
a decreasing degree along with the technological development of agriculture. 
It was the non-production farms which were characterized by an invariably 
relatively smaller area. The average area of such a farm throughout the entire 
analyzed period amounted to approx. 3 ha UAA. Along with the incorporation 
of our agriculture into EU structures, the distance in land possession increa-
sed among entities producing for the market and for own needs. In 2011, the 
average area of a farm with agricultural production was more than four times 
higher than that without sales, while in 2005 and 2000 the difference was si-
milar and was approx. three times. This means that remaining on the market 
requires a larger and larger production potential and a larger scale of crops.

The relation between production property and the major functions of farms 
is most clearly demonstrated by data regarding the share of non-production 
entities among farms from particular area groups. An invariably relatively lar-
gest number of them could be found in the community including farms of 
area from 1 up to 5 ha UAA (table 3). According to data from field studies, in 
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Share of farms 
without commercial 

production* 

Year  Total Including area groups (ha UAA) 
1-5 5-10 10-15 15-20 20 and 

more 
2000 
2005 
2011 

10.6
13.1
27.8

21.0
25.3
51.8

2.7
4.0
9.8

1.3
1.6
4.9

2.0 
1.1 
5.3 

1.0
1.7
0.5

 



1132011 more than half of the examined set did not conduct production for sales. 
It should also be pointed out that in the next 1/3 the production was of a mar-
ginal nature, namely the annual value of the sales of agricultural production 
did not exceed PLN 10,000. It may thus be assumed that farms up to 5 ha 
UAA formed entities performing functions for own needs and, as a matter of 
principle, did not meet the definition of an individual agricultural farm if we 
take into account the significance of agricultural activities as the main place 
of professional activities for family members and gaining major income on 
this account (Tomczak, 1998). At the same time, entities without production 
for sales constituted a relatively smaller community among farms from sub-
sequent area groups, while abandoning market production was a rarity in the 
group of farms over 10 ha UAA. 

Table 4. Share (%) of farms without sales of agricultural production

* Symbols of macro-regions and voivodships they cover as in Map No. 1.
Source: Prepared on the basis of results of field studies IERiGŻ-PIB 2000, 2005 and 2011.

The impact of area on the dissemination of non-production farms is also re-
flected in the spatial diversity (table 4). At the same time, spatial differences 
in the scale of the presence of non-production farms are largely the effect 
of historically accumulated unfavorable features of agricultural structures. 
This opinion is completely confirmed by data from subsequent field studies 
IERiGŻ-PIB, from which it may be concluded that both in 2011 and previ-
ously, the relatively largest number of non-production farms could be found 
in the South-Eastern macro-region where the average area of all individual 
agricultural farms amounted to 4.3 ha UAA. Such entities constituted almost 
half of all existing individual agricultural farms within this region.

Traditionally, the smallest number of non-production entities was observed in 
the Middle-Western macro-region (table 4). In 2011 only 8% of family farms 
had this situation in that region. It should be emphasized that these areas have 
been outstanding when it comes to the level of agricultural production for ye-
ars as well as are distinguished by the largest concentration of farms with great 
economic strength (Karwat-Woźniak, 2009). The scale of the dissemination 
of farms without production was 3.5 times smaller there than on the average 
in the entire examined set and as much as 6 times smaller than in the South-
Eastern macro-region described above.
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Year Total including macro-regions*  
I II III 4 V 

2000 
2005 
2011 

10.6
13.1
27.8

2.5
5.1
7.7

7.2
9.4

18.4

17.7 
21.1 
46.5 

7.8 
13.3 
30.9 

14.2
11.8
25.5

 



114 Scale of production and production factors

Entities producing for the market constituted slightly more than 72% among 
all examined farms in 2011. Regarding this community, in 2011 the average 
value of the sales of agricultural production from one farm amounted to EUR 
10,500 (table 5). As compared to 2005, the increase amounted to 38%.

The studies invariably demonstrate that the scale of production was diverse 
and showed a connection with the farm's features, its role as the place for 
work and livelihood as well as the farmer's level of education. The sales was 
relatively most strongly related to the farm's area, although it was weakened 
to a certain extent between 2005 and 2011. Extreme values are EUR 3,700 in 
the group 1-5 ha and EUR 89,300 in the community of the largest entities in 
terms of area. This means that the maximum span of sales value amounted to 
24 times.

Attention in the analysis of discrepancies in the production scale between the 
smallest and the largest farms is drawn to the fact that these spans were sy-
stematically increasing until 2005. In 2005 the maximum span of sales values 
amounted to nearly 40 times, in 2000 - 23 times, while in 1996 - 21 times. 
These changes prove the fact that although the large polarization of farms is 
still present, due to the scale of sales and the production volume is invariably 
determined to a relatively large extent by the area of crops, it may be assumed 
that the impact of area on the scale of sales was weakened.

Table 5. Value of agricultural production in 2011

* Names of macro-regions and voivodships they cover as in Map No. 1.
Source: Prepared on the basis of results of field studies IERiGŻ-PIB 2011.
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Specification 
Value of production per 

1 farm 1 ha UAA 1 AWU 
EUR thousand 

Total 12.5 1.03 10.5
Area groups (ha UAA) 
1-5 3.7 1.27 3.0
5-10 7.1 1.01 6.4
10-15 11.6 0.97 8.6
15-20 16.9 0.99 12.1
20-30 23.4 0.97 16.3
30-50 41.4 1.11 24.7
50 and more 89.3 0.99 55.6
Macro-regions* 
Middle-Western 16.8 1.11 13.91
Middle-Eastern 11.9 1.08 10.75
South-Eastern 8.2 1.22 5.48
South-Western 16.1 0.88 12.85
Northern 17.8 0.73 11,23
 



115The impact of the area of crops on the scale of production is also reflected in 
the spatial diversity. Traditionally, the lowest production value from a farm 
was obtained in the South-Eastern macro-region (EUR 8,200) where small 
entities in terms of area dominate. Ac compared to previous years, the highest 
sales from a farm was observed in the Northern macro-region (EUR 17,800, 
which was 6% higher than in the Middle-Western macro-region) characte-
rized by the best area structure of farms for years. The macro-region diversity 
of sales value from a farm was substantially affected by differences in the 
level of agricultural culture, intensity and specialization of production as well 
as farmers' skills. The impact of non-agrarian conditions on the scale of ag-
ricultural production is best demonstrated by data from macro-regions with 
large differences in the level of agricultural culture, intensity and specializa-
tion of production as well as managers' skills, namely the Middle-Western and 
the Northern macro-regions. In the Northern macro-region with a relatively 
low intensity and specialization of production as well as a low level of pro-
fessional preparation for the profession of a farmer, it was significantly lower 
than in the Middle-Western macro-region, the average farm area exceeded the 
average acreage of an agricultural farm in the Middle-Western macro-region 
by 41%, while the volume of agricultural sales only by 6%.

The increase in the volume of sales referred to above resulted not only from 
discrepancies in farm areas10 but also involved differences in the efficiency 
of using the owned production potential. The reasoning about changes in the 
effectiveness of using expenditures, namely their relation to final effects is 
enabled, among others, by productivity indicators. Due to the nature of data 
from field studies, it was only possible to conduct a partial analysis of changes 
at this level and only by referring the value of agricultural production to land 
and work resources.

According to field studies, the average value of sales of agricultural products 
from one ha UAA in 2011 amounted to EUR 1,030 and the increase as com-
pared to 2005 amounted to 18.8%. As previously, the productivity of land was 
diverse depending on the size of the farm (Table No. 5). Extreme values are: 
EUR 1,270 in farms up to 5 ha UAA and EUR 970 in entities 10-15 ha UAA. 
Therefore, the maximum span amounted to 31%. Farms from 30 to 50 ha UAA 
also achieved higher productivity of land than the total of examined (by 8%%). 
Among the remaining entities, the level of sales from 1 ha UAA was relatively 
even and lower than the average in the entire examined group only by 2-4%. 

The field studies demonstrate the fact that the average value of sales of agricu-
ltural products in 2011 per 1 full-time employment11 person not receiving re-
muneration amounted to EUR 10,500. The value of this indicator in the analy-

10 In 2011, the average area of an examined farm with production amounted to 12.2 ha UR and was larger by 
20% than that of similar entities covered by the study in 2005, and by 34% as compared to 2000. 
11 In Poland, it is assumed that 1 full-time employment person corresponds to 1 annual work unit (AWU), 
namely works in the agricultural farm for 2,120 hours a year. 
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116 zed period increased by nearly 80% and thus it should be assumed that it was 
not only approx. four times higher than the growth in prices recorded in that 
period but also exceeded the growth in the scale of sales from a farm almost 
two times. The relations quoted above make it possible to assume that the 
efficiency of work in the examined set of family production farms increased.

In 2011, as in previous years, the value of sales of agricultural production as 
compared to the workload demonstrated a large dependence on the farm's area 
(table 5). The average value of sales per 1 full-time employment person in ex-
treme area groups differed almost by 19 times. in 2000 similar indicators dif-
fered by 16 times. This means an increase in the analyzed spans. This mainly 
resulted from a faster rationalization of employment in farms with a relatively 
large area than among the smallest farms.

The scale of production, which would enable fair remuneration in a family 
farm, may be identified on the basis of data on the value of sales of agricultural 
production per 1 full-time employment person. Completed estimates suggest 
that only farms with area 30 ha and larger make it possible to obtain income 
from conducted agricultural activities at least at the parity level, while in 2005 
such possibility was given by farms with at least 20 ha.

The analysis of regional diversity of land and work productivity demonstrates 
the fact that the volume of these differences depended on the agrarian factor. 
Its impact was alleviated (strengthened) by non-agrarian conditions such as 
the environment, soil conditions, intensity, assortment, scope of specialization 
and simplifying the production, etc. 

The studies documented the fact that the macro-region diversity in the produc-
tivity of land and work did not change, although the scale of differences was 
reduced. Traditionally, the lowest efficiency of work was observed in small 
farms of the South-Eastern macro-region but farmers from this area used ow-
ned land resources in the best manner (table 5). On the contrary, the highest 
productivity of work was demonstrated by persons employed in farms located 
in the middle-western areas of the country, while farmers from the Northern 
macro-region used land in the worst manner. The scale of diversity in using 
land and work resources was reduced, on the other hand. For instance, in 2011 
the productivity of land in the South-Eastern macro-region was 67% higher 
than in the Northern macro-region, while in 2005 it was 78%. In the case 
of work productivity, the span between macro regions (Middle-Western and 
South-Eastern) with extreme value of this indicator in 2011 amounted to 2.5 
times, while in 2005 it was almost 2 times. 

The comparison of the productivity of land and work in our agriculture de-
monstrates the fact that despite a systematic and faster growth in this respect 
than in the EU, the situation in the Polish agriculture in this respect was defi-
nitely worse than the average situation in the EU-27 agricultural sector, and 
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117especially in EU-15 (table 6). In 2010 the productivity of land in EU-27 was 
34% higher than in Polish farms. Furthermore, it is worth adding that the pro-
ductivity of land is significantly higher in the agriculture of countries located 
at a similar latitude to our country and with a similar structure of agricultural 
production. For instance, German agriculture is characterized by productivity 
of land higher by more than 95% than the Polish agriculture.

Table 6. Productivity of land and work in Polish farms as compared to all farms 
in the EU

* data for 2003
Source: Prepared on the basis of: Gospodarstwa rolne w Polsce na tle gospodarstw Unii 
Europejskiej – wpływ WPR, collective work under supervision of W. Poczta, Powszechny 
Spis Rolny 2010, GUS, Warsaw 2013, tab.   19, p. 60.

The comparison of the productivity of land and work in our agriculture de-
monstrates the fact that despite a systematic and faster growth in this respect 
than in the EU, the situation in the Polish agriculture in this respect was defi-
nitely worse than the average situation in the EU-27 agricultural sector, and 
especially in EU-15 (table 6). In 2010 the productivity of land in EU-27 was 
34% higher than in Polish farms. Furthermore, it is worth adding that the pro-
ductivity of land is significantly higher in the agriculture of countries located 
at a similar latitude to our country and with a similar structure of agricultural 
production. For instance, German agriculture is characterized by productivity 
of land higher by more than 95% than the Polish agriculture.

In the case of comparisons of work efficiency, the Polish agriculture is cha-
racterized by 2.5 times lower work productivity than the average productivity 
in EU-27. Only five EU member states (Bulgaria, Romania, Hungary, Hunga-
ry and Lithuania) recorded a lower work efficiency in individual agriculture 
than our country.

Summary and conclusions

The presented analysis assessed changes in structures of the Polish individual 
agriculture, constituting the definite dominant segment in the agricultural sec-
tor. This segment uses the vast majority (approx. 90%) of production resour-
ces of the Polish agriculture. 
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Specification 
Relations in productivity of resources:  
land work 

2002 2010 2002 2010 
Poland  100 100 100 100 
EU-27* 167.3 134.1 294.6 250.8
EU-15* 192.6 154.7 568.9 477.9
EU-12* 87.2 77.3 68.3 69.2
 



118 The Polish agriculture has a considerable production potential but is characte-
rized by large fragmentation. Despite visible positive changes, our agriculture 
is characterized by one of the worst area structures of agricultural farms as 
well as an unfavourable structure of agricultural land use. Entities considered 
non-developing (up to 5 ha UAA) still constitute 55% of all individual agricu-
ltural farms and they own approx. 16% of arable lands. The share of entities 
which, due to the acreage of cultivated land, may be considered developing 
(at least 30 ha UAA) amounted only to almost 4% and they used 36% of 
agricultural land used in individual agriculture. This means that structure of 
agricultural land use in Poland is significantly different from that present in 
the EU, especially in countries where the assortment structure of agricultural 
production is similar to that present in our country. For this reason, the activa-
tion of area structure transformations becomes a necessity, especially with a 
view to increasing the competitiveness of the agricultural sector.

It was stated that along with the intensification of competition, the processes 
of professionalization in the Polish agriculture were observed. Despite certain 
symptoms of ageing of the family workforce, it may still be considered rela-
tively young. The level of enrolment of farmers and their professional skills 
improved. This situation will probably foster the activation of modernization 
processes in agriculture, the diversification of professional activities and the 
process of leaving farming.

The completed analyses demonstrate the fact that particular farmers reacted 
differently to changing conditions of management and adopted adapting stra-
tegies were determined by numerous factors. The most important ones include 
the size of production resources and the significance of the farm as a place of 
work and a source of income. Undertaken adaptation actions were reflected 
in the size of conducted agricultural activities (production scale). Covering 
the Polish agriculture with the CAP and the possibility to obtain subsidies re-
sulted, among others, in the practical elimination, limiting the function of the 
used farm solely as a family habitat. These trends were accompanied by the 
increase of the number of entities in the group which conducted production 
only for own needs. This was a continuation of previous trends.

The completed studies demonstrate the fact that Poland's accession to the EU 
influenced the activation of positive structural changes as well as change in 
economic effects obtained in individual agricultural farms. Their efficiency 
improved, namely economic effectiveness, understood as the possibility to 
achieve specific effects from given expenditures. The level of using produc-
tion factors improved but it still significantly differs from average effects ob-
tained in the agriculture of EU-27, and especially EU-15. 

The studies documented the fact that the productivity of land and work re-
sources was invariably diverse and showed a connection with the farm's fea-
tures, its role as the place for work and livelihood, as well as the farmer's age 
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119and level of education. The level of use of production factors was determined 
relatively most strongly by the agrarian factor. The size of this impact was 
strengthened in the analyzed period, especially regarding the work factor. 
These relations also document the need to activate the process of reducing the 
number of agricultural farms and improving their area structure.

Changes in agriculture were visible across the entire country but they did not 
contribute to the unification of agricultural structures from the macro-region 
perspective. This results not only from differences in the intensification of 
changes but was mainly connected with historical differences in the proper-
ties of agricultural structures. The greater the significance of family agricultu-
ral activities as the place of professional activities and the source of income, 
the greater the pace of changes in the agricultural sector. These trends were 
strengthened after Poland's accession to the EU. 
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