
The EU Farm Structure Surveys from 2010 Onwards 

Charlier, Hubert  

Eurostat, Unit E-1: Agriculture statistics - methodology 

Rue Alcide de Gasperi 

2920 Luxembourg, Luxembourg 

E-mail: Hubert.Charlier@ec.europa.eu 

 

Abstract 

Over the past three years there has been intensive discussion within the EU on the content of the 

next series of farm structure surveys, which starts in 2010 with the census of agricultural holdings. 

Changes in consumer demand, coupled with the introduction of new policies on agricultural and 

environmental issues, food safety and rural development have broadened the scope of 

agriculture-related statistics considerably. The challenge within the EU has been how to address 

these new needs without significantly increasing the burden on respondents. 

 

This paper describes the key changes which have been proposed for the EU and which have 

stimulated most debate. These include: 

a) new structural variables (e.g. organic farming, renewable energy production);  

b) redefinition of the coverage of the census;  

c) introduction of georeferencing;  

d) use of sample surveys for certain census characteristics;  

e) exploitation of administrative data sources; and  

f) development of a new survey on agricultural production methods. 

 

1. Introduction 

In 1988 the European Union adopted a law which required Member States to undertake farm 

structure censuses 1990 and 2000, and to undertake a series of intermediate farm structure sample 

surveys in 1993, 1995, 1997, 2003, 2005 and 2007. A new Regulation is therefore required for the 

next series of farm structure surveys and the proposed content of this Regulation is currently being 

discussed with Member States. 

 

The preparation of this new Regulation started some three years ago and it has been a useful 

opportunity to review its content and to adapt it to take account of: 

- the new policy needs deriving in particular from the reform of the Common agricultural policy 

(with less support to production and more attention paid to environment, rural development and 

food safety) and from the need to evaluate the new policy measures; 

- the increased heterogeneity of the EU agricultural structures since the enlargement of the EU in 

2004 and 2007 to twelve countries with a high proportion of small farms; 

- the changing face of agriculture with new products (like energy crops), new production methods, 

new and diversified farm activities (including non agricultural activities), …; 

- the need to limit the survey costs for the national statistical bodies and the statistical response 

burden on farmers. 
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2. Early ideas 

When discussion on the next farm structure surveys began in 2005, certain quite innovative ideas 

were put forward. These ideas concern farm registers, continuous censuses and a simplified 

questionnaire for small farms. Following consultation with Member States, they were not retained 

in the proposed Regulation; the continuous censuses and the simplified questionnaires for small 

farms were finally abandoned for technical and pragmatic reasons. 

 

Farm registers 

The creation and use of farm registers was proposed as a way of ensuring more efficient use of 

existing administrative data; as a way of updating the census data and maintaining high-quality 

sampling frames; and as a way of building in the longer term a more integrated and harmonised EU 

system of agricultural statistics. The maintenance of good farm registers is a major concern for most 

of the EU Member States and Candidate Countries. Many efforts are made to share experiences 

between EU member states in this area and, based on the experiences of the Member States that 

joined the EU in 2004, the implementation of good farm registers in the candidate countries is seen 

as crucial for the further development of their agricultural statistics. 

 

Continuous censuses 

In contrast to the traditional snapshot censuses, continuous (or rotational) censuses were proposed 

as a way of having more up-to-date figures; as a way of identifying the emergence of new 

phenomena between censuses; and as a way of spreading the census workload over several years. 

 

Simplified questionnaire for small farms 

The use of a simplified questionnaire for small farms was seen primarily as a way of reducing the 

survey burden for this group of respondents. 

 

3. Proposed changes to future farm structure surveys 

Following further consultation with users and data providers, the Commission put forward earlier 

this year the formal proposal for the Regulation on future farm structure surveys and these will be 

discussed in subsequent sections of this paper: 

• Reducing the number of intermediate surveys  

• Revising the list of characteristics 

• Coverage of the census 

• Georeferencing 

• Using sample surveys for certain characteristics 

• Exploiting administrative data sources 

• Satellite survey on agricultural production methods (SAPM). 

 

3.1 Reducing the number of intermediate surveys 

 

One idea which was retained in the proposed Regulation was the reduction of the number of 

intermediate surveys that are undertaken between the census years. In the current decade, there are 

three intermediate surveys (in 2003, 2005 and 2007). This will be reduced to two in future (in 2013 

and 2016) and represents a significant contribution to the limitation of costs and response burden. 
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3.2 Revising the list of characteristics 

A number of new characteristics have been proposed, reflecting user demands and the 

Commission's own policy agenda. 

 

Organic farming 

The total area and livestock under organic farming has already been collected for many years in the 

framework of the farm structure survey. However these data were not considered sufficient for the 

main users. Therefore a breakdown of the areas by main groups of crops (cereals, dried pulses, 

potatoes, sugar beet, oil crops, fresh vegetables, melons and strawberries, pasture and meadows, 

fruit and berry, citrus fruit, olives, wine grapes, other crops) is planned, as well as a breakdown by 

type of animals (bovines, pigs, sheep and goats, poultry, other animals). Only the officially certified 

organic production should be covered. 

 

Certified/labelled production (other than organic farming) 

Not only organic production, but other quality schemes (certified and/or labelled products) are 

important to monitor. Therefore a set of variables was introduced on crop areas and livestock under 

European and/or national quality schemes other than organic farming. The following details are 

asked: cereals, fruit and vegetables, wine grapes, olives, bovine animals, pigs, sheep and goats, 

poultry. Additionally both the total area and total livestock are asked separately for EC and national 

schemes. 

 

Energy crops and areas used for production of bio-energy as a secondary product 

Due to the growing importance of energy crop production areas (used for the production of bio-fuel 

or other renewable energy), details have been included in the proposed survey if these areas benefit 

from special aid or subsidies. The areas where bio-energy production is a secondary product (e.g. 

straw and stalks) will also be recorded. 

 

Renewable energy production 

Renewable energy production is of high interest in Community policy and for this reason new 

characteristics have been introduced on the equipment for renewable energy production. The 

information is broken down by the relevant kind of renewable energy sources (i.e. wind, biomass 

(in particular bio-methane), solar, hydro-energy and others). 

 

Genetically modified crops (GMC) 

In line with increased interest in agricultural production using genetically modified crops, 

information is collected on the area on the agricultural holding that is covered by such crops. 

 

Other gainful activities (OGA) 

All activities carried out for remuneration (salary, wages, profits or other payments, including 

payments in kind) other than the farm work on the holding are covered by this heading. There is a 

strong need to have more precise information on the amount of such work (in previous surveys the 

required responses were simply "yes" and "no"). Therefore the amount of work will also be 

collected, expressed as a percentage of the average full-time work unit in the bands (0), (>0-<25), 

(≥25-<50), (≥50-<75), (≥75-<100) and (100). This information will be requested from the holder, 

the spouse, other family members and non-family labour force. In the case of the family members, a 

distinction will be made between the work on the farm (other than agricultural) and outside the farm 
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(which may be either agricultural or non-agricultural). 

 

Rural development benefits 

The holdings benefiting from the following rural development measures during the last 3 years will 

be identified: 

• use of advisory system 

• modernisation of the holding 

• adding value to agricultural and forestry products 

• meeting standards based on Community legislation 

• participation of farmers in food quality schemes 

• EU NATURA 2000 payments for agricultural area 

• payments linked to the EU Water Framework Directive 

• agri-environment payments  

• animal welfare payments 

• diversification into non-agricultural activities 

• encouragement of tourism activities. 

 

3.3 Coverage of the census 

Current legislation defines the coverage of the farm structure surveys in terms of both physical and 

economic size of the agricultural holding. The basic physical threshold for inclusion in the survey is 

one hectare of utilised agricultural land. However, countries may use a different threshold, provided 

it ensures that the census covers at least 99 per cent of the national standard gross margin (SGM). In 

practice, this definition of coverage has led to difficulties for several reasons. 

 

Firstly, because countries can choose their own thresholds to meet the 99% coverage for SGM, the 

smaller agricultural holdings are not represented in a comparable way between countries. Secondly, 

although the concept of achieving a specific level of coverage in economic terms is clearly useful, 

as it avoids enumerating holdings that make very little contribution to the agricultural economy, the 

actual coverage achieved in terms of SGM is difficult to verify because national methodologies can 

differ. Therefore comparability between countries is not necessarily consistent. Finally, the concept 

of SGM is due to be replaced in the coming years by a different measure, Standard Output, and new 

legislation must reflect this change in some way. 

 

In drafting the legislation for the next EU agricultural census in 2010, Eurostat has sought to ensure 

comparability of smaller holdings between countries and has defined two coverage rules based on 

physical characteristics.  

 

One rule is applied at the level of the agricultural holding, and defines thresholds for including 

holdings in the census (Box 1.). These thresholds are based on the amount of crops and livestock on 

the holding. It is estimated that using these thresholds achieves SGM coverage of around 98% in 

Member States with a modern agricultural economy.  

 

The other rule is applied at a national level, and specifies that 98% of all utilised agricultural area 

(excluding common land) and 98% of all livestock units must be covered. 

 

With the use of physical characteristics, the coverage of the census will be more precisely defined. 
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Together, the two sets of rules are estimated to achieve a level of coverage similar to that of 

previous censuses.  

Characteristics  Threshold 

Utilised agricultural 

area 

Arable land, kitchen gardens, permanent pasture and 

meadow, permanent crops 

5 ha 

Permanent outdoor 

crops  

Fruit, berry, citrus and olive plantations, vineyards 

and nurseries 

1 ha 

Other intensive 

production 

Fresh vegetables, melons, strawberries, which are 

outdoors or under low (not accessible) protective 

cover 

0.5 ha 

 Tobacco 0.5 ha 

 Hops  0.5 ha 

 Cotton 0.5 ha 

Fresh vegetables, melons, strawberries 0.1 ha Crops under glass or 

other (accessible) 

protective cover Flowers and ornamental plants (excluding nurseries) 0.1 ha 

Bovine animals All 10 Heads 

All 50 Heads Pigs 

Breeding sows 10 Heads 

Sheep All 20 Heads 

Goats All 20 Heads 

Poultry All 1000 Heads 

Box 1.  Physical thresholds for inclusion at the level of 

agricultural holding 

 

However there is an ongoing debate on whether economic criteria are still required in order to 

ensure that some countries, particularly those with large numbers of small holdings, are not 

overburdened. 

 

3.4 Georeferencing 

For the purposes of the farm structure survey, the georeference is the set of coordinates defining the 

latitude and longitude of a single point on a farm. In the proposed regulation, this point is referred to 

as the "headquarters". In most cases, it is where the farmer lives, provided this is on, or close to, the 

farm.  

 

The detailed definition proposed for the "headquarters" is given in Box 2. The ability to precisely 

locate a point on each farm allows the farm to be subsequently coded according to a number of 

different territorial criteria, both administrative and physical. This is not possible with municipality 

codes. 

 

Firstly, small administrative regions, such as municipalities, have their boundaries redefined over 

time and are not stable entities. Statistical time series based on administrative regions therefore have 

breaks corresponding to boundary changes, limiting the usefulness of the data. The georeference 

allows the farm to be correctly allocated to the appropriate administrative regions and this can be 

undertaken by the Commission using digitised maps. 
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 Box 2. Definition of the farm headquarters 

 
The 'headquarters' of an agricultural holding 

is the place of residence of the manager of the 

holding, provided this place of residence lies 

within the same small administrative unit as 

the agricultural holding. 

If this is not the case, the headquarters is a 

building or other identified part of the holding, 

which lies within the same small 

administrative unit as the majority of the 

agricultural land belonging to the agricultural 

holding. 

 

Small administrative units are defined in Commission 

Regulation (EC) No. 105/2007, Annex III.   
 

 

Secondly, agricultural activity undertaken on land with specific physical characteristics is an 

important issue for both policy and research purposes.  

 

Such land includes river basins, less favoured areas, mountainous areas, coastal regions, high nature 

value farmland, areas close to industrial activity etc. In such cases the use of administrative regions 

alone would be too imprecise, and accurate manual coding of each farm would pose a considerable 

burden on statistical offices. 

 

More generally, the standard territorial regions based on the NUTS classification are based on 

demographic size, rather than on land or livestock characteristics. For this reason, analyses using 

NUTS regions can result in comparisons being made between territories that are very different in 

agricultural terms. The use of the georeference opens up the possibility of analyses of EU regions 

which are more comparable in an agricultural sense. 

 

Under Council Regulation (EC) No. 1782/2003, and Commission Regulation (EC) 796/2004, 

Member States are required to establish an identification system for agricultural parcels associated 

with Community support schemes and to make use of computerised geographical information 

system techniques.  This system is known as the Land Parcel Information System (LPIS) and is 

expected to be an important source for the georeference of individual holdings in the future. 

 

In addition, computer software is available which enables addresses and post codes to be converted 

into georeferences automatically. The georeference can also be read from maps, or derived from 

remote/satellite images.  In most situations it is expected that the georeference will be generated 

using existing computer systems without imposing additional high costs on Member States and 

without requiring GPS equipment. It is not expected that the georeference will be collected directly 

from farms. 

 

3.5 Using sample surveys for certain characteristics 

The agricultural census captures a large range of information about each holding, yet for practical 

purposes this information cannot be too detailed, so that respondents are not overburdened by the 

questionnaire.  
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In the next agricultural census, in order to help simplify the census questionnaire and to reduce the 

overall data collection burden, the use of targeted sample surveys would be allowed in certain cases. 

These sample surveys concern characteristics where the precision of a census is not required and 

where there is a relatively high degree of statistical homogeneity. Certain characteristics relating to 

the farm machinery and to other gainful activities of the farm labour force could be collected in this 

way (see Box 3).  

 

Box 3.  Characteristics proposed for collection by sample surveys within the agricultural 

census 

MACHINERY 

 Number of items belonging exclusively to the holding: 

 Four-wheel tractors, track-laying tractors, tool carriers  

 Cultivators, hoeing machines, rotary hoes and motor mowers  

 Combine harvesters 

 Other fully mechanised harvesters 

 Machinery used by several holdings (belonging to another holding, to a cooperative or 

owned jointly with other holdings) or belonging to a service supply agency (Yes/No): 

 Four-wheel tractors, track-laying tractors, tool carriers  

 Cultivators, hoeing machines, rotary hoes and motor mowers 

 Combine harvesters 

 Other fully mechanised harvesters 

AMOUNT OF WORK UNDERTAKEN ON OTHER GAINFUL ACTIVITIES 

(in percentage bands based on full-time agricultural work units)  

 

 Non-farm work on 

the holding 

Agricultural and 

non-agricultural work 

outside the holding 

 By the holder who is also the manager:  % band % band 

 By the spouse of the sole holder:  % band % band 

 By other members of the sole holder's family 

engaged in the farm work of the holding: 
% band % band 

 By each member of the non-family labour force involved in other gainful activities on the 

holding (other than farm work), directly relating to the holding  (% band)  

 

One limitation with the use of such sample surveys is that cross-tabulations involving some 

characteristics may not be reliable, due to low sample counts in particular cells. For this reason it is 

important that the analysis requirements are carefully considered in advance of any decision to 

allow sample surveys within the census. 

 

3.6 Exploiting administrative data sources 

 

The EU farm structure surveys create a burden for both the statistical institutions and the data 

providers (i.e. the farmers) due to the extended list of characteristics. Moreover, similar – or even 

identical data – are requested for other statistical and administrative purposes during the same year.  

There is therefore an obvious need to reduce the unnecessary burden on both sides. 
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Based on the experience gained during the last decade, the proposed Regulation for farm structure 

surveys from 2010 onwards allows the use of certain data sources (other than statistical surveys) to 

provide the required information. The data originating from these administrative data sources 

should be of an acceptable quality when compared to data collected through statistical surveys. 

 

Member States may use information from the following administrative data sources: 

• The Integrated Administration and Control System, from where data on land area can be 

obtained, 

• The System for the Identification and Registration of Bovine Animals, which provides 

detailed data on the number, gender and age of the bovine animals, 

• The Organic Farming Register, which is able to fulfil the data needs of the farm structure 

survey regarding organic cropping and animal husbandry. 

 

Other possible data sources, not explicitly included in the proposed Regulation, are those which 

relate to the cultivation of genetically modified crops and specific rural development measures and 

subsidies. 

 

3.7 Survey on agricultural production methods (SAPM) 

 

New information is needed to carry out the impact assessments and prior evaluations of each 

proposal concerning the EU Common Agricultural Policy (CAP), which contains a chapter 

dedicated to environmental issues. New information is also required for mid-term and subsequent 

evaluations of agricultural policy instruments and to evaluate the environmental impacts of the 

CAP. 

 

As a result, a satellite survey on agricultural production methods (SAPM), linked to the 2010 

agricultural census, is planned with 2010 as the reference year. This survey will allow structural 

information on crops, livestock, machinery, etc. to be cross-analysed with data on agricultural 

practices in different types of farms (e.g. small/large farms, specialised/mixed farms, young/old 

farmers, less favoured areas, regions, etc.). 

 

The SAPM may be a sample survey and may be undertaken shortly after the FSS 2010, provided it 

has the same reference period. Separate sub-samples may be used for different groups of 

characteristics.  

 

The list of SAPM characteristics reflects the highest priorities of the users, relating to the methods 

used to maintain the agricultural land, the way livestock are grazed and housed, the use of nutrients, 

plant protection products and irrigation (Box 4.). 

 

The collection of data on input use was also envisaged but it was finally considered unfeasible in 

the context of the SAPM. The recent developments in EU statistics on pesticides and fertilizers are 

described in a separate document which will be presented by P. Nadin in the context of the session 

11.3 of the ICAS IV conference. 
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 Box 4. Characteristics proposed for the satellite survey of agricultural production methods (SAPM) 

 

TILLAGE METHOD (HA)  Conventional tillage; conservation tillage; zero tillage 

 

SOIL CONSERVATION, ACTIONS AGAINST EROSION AND NUTRIENT LEACHING  
Soil cover in winter (ha):  Normal winter crop; cover crop or intermediate crop; plant residues; bare soil  

Crop rotation (ha):  Arable area out of planned crop rotation  

Anti-erosion measures for arable land and permanent crops (yes/no):  

Terraces; contour farming or herring bone farming; permanently vegetated ditches 

or strips; other anti-erosion measures  

LINEAR ELEMENTS (YES/NO) 

Maintained by farmer during the last 3 years:  Hedges; tree lines; stonewalls 

Established during the last 3 years:  Hedges; tree lines; stonewalls 

 

ANIMAL GRAZING  
Grazing on the holding:  Area grazed during the last year (ha); amount of time when animals are outdoors 

on pasture and amount of time when animals are outdoors on bare soil or hard 

standing (months per year) 

Common land grazing:  Total number of animals grazing on common land (heads); amount of time when 

animals are grazing on common land (months per year) 

ANIMAL HOUSING (PLACES) 

Cattle: Conventional stable; on partially slatted floors; on completely slatted floors; on 

straw beds; other 

Pigs:    On partially slatted floors; on completely slatted floors; on straw beds; other 

Laying hens:  On straw beds; battery cage (all types); battery cage with manure belt; battery cage 

with deep pit; battery cage with stilt house; other 

NUTRIENTS 

Basis for decision on the use of nutrients:  

Soil tests carried out at least once during the last 3 years (yes/no)  

Manure application:  Application of solid/farmyard manure (ha); of which with immediate incorporation  

Application of slurry: Total area (ha); of which with immediate incorporation or injection 

Percentage of the total manure produced exported from the holding 

 

MANURE STORAGE AND TREATMENT FACILITIES (YES/NO) 

Storage facilities for:  Solid dung; liquid manure; slurry  

Use of:    Slurry tank; lagoon 

Covered storage facilities:  Solid dung; liquid manure; slurry  

 

PLANT PROTECTION 

Type of plant protection methods applied (yes/no):  
Physical/mechanical; biological; chemical  

Area on which the methods of Integrated Pest Management are applied (ha):  
Total; of which certified IPM  

Use of pesticide application equipment (yes/no):  

Equipment for non-liquid formulation; field crop sprayer with a boom; air-assisted 

sprayer; aerial spraying  

Treatment decision techniques (yes/no):  
Treatment scheme; advisory services; forecasts from media; advice from chemical 

companies; economic damage threshold; none 

IRRIGATION 

Irrigated area (ha):  Average irrigated area the last three years  

Total cultivated area irrigated at least once during the previous 12 months (ha):  
Total area; cereals for the production of grain (excluding maize and rice); maize 

(grain and green); rice; pulses; potatoes; sugar beet; rape and turnip rape; 

sunflower; textile crops; fresh vegetables, melons, strawberries (open field); 

temporary and permanent grass; other crops on arable land; fruit and berry 

plantations; citrus plantations; olive plantations; vineyards  

Irrigation methods employed (yes/no):  

Surface irrigation; sprinkler irrigation; drop irrigation 

Source of irrigation water used on the holding (yes/no):  

On-farm ground water; on-farm surface water (ponds or dams); off-farm surface 

water from lakes, rivers or watercourses; off-farm water from common water 

supply networks; other sources  

Volume of water used for irrigation per year (m3 per year) 
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