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Europe's rural areas face a common challenge: the creation of high-
quality, sustainable jobs. In this area, the gap between urban and rural 
areas continues to widen. Although rural areas make up 93% of the 
territory of the European Union (EU), income per capita in these areas is 
little more than half that in urban areas. For this reason it is becoming 
increasingly difficult to attract and retain skilled individuals.  
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 Several challenges have been identified for the future of rural 
employment:  

• the ageing of the farming population;  
• the participation of young people and women in the rural economy;  
• the enlargement of the EU;  
• producer support under the new CAP (revised in 2003) based on a 

reinforced rural development policy which focuses on jobs, growth 
and sustainability.  

The agricultural and rural constituency is important. Rural areas cover 
90 % of the EU's territory and are home to approximately 50 % of its 
population. Agriculture and forestry are the main land users and play a key 
role in the management of natural resources in rural areas and in 
determining the rural landscape. Agriculture makes a valuable contribution 
to the socio-economic development of rural areas and full realisation of their 
growth potential. Agriculture's wider contribution to the EU's prosperity is 
considerable. The agri food sector (including beverages) accounts for 14.2 
% of total EU manufacturing output, with EUR 675 billion worth of 
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production. It is the third largest employer in Europe and the second biggest 
exporter of foodstuffs globally, with agricultural exports worth EUR 61.088 
billion in 2002. Europe's citizens are deeply attached to the diversity of 
landscape created by the wide variety of agricultural structures and farming 
types in the EU. Safeguarding this means investing in the future, creating 
new employment possibilities and encouraging rural diversification. People 
must be offered opportunities to create wealth as well as long-term 
rewarding job prospects. That is why the Lisbon Strategy is as important 
and relevant to rural areas as it is to urban Europe. 

 The sector contributes only 2.5% of the EU's GDP but it employs 
around  15 770 000people. Agriculture, one of the main economic activities 
in rural areas (80% of European teritory is either rural or intermediate), 
fulfils essential roles related to the stability and sustainable development of 
societies. Agricultural policy is one of the oldest areas common European 
legislation, and it is also the most integrated of all European policies. In the 
1950s, it was centred around subsidising farmers  to provide enough food 
for Europe after war-induced shortages.  Once EU self-sufficiency 
was reached from the 1980s onwards, the policy lead to almost permanent 
surpluses of basic farm commodities ('butter mountains', 'wine lakes', etc.)  
The CAP was subsequently increasingly used for export and storage 
subsidies. A series of reforms have taken place over the past two decades to 
remedy the surplus problem and take account of the environmental 
sustainability of agriculture. The first major reform of the CAP was 
implemented in 1992, to limit rising production, while at the same time 
adjust to the trend towards freer agricultural markets. The reform also 
created 'set-aside' payments to withdraw land from production, limit stock 
levels and introduce measures to encourage retirement and forestation.  
The second major CAP reform was adopted as part of the Agenda 2000 
package in March 1999, which divided the CAP into two 
'pillars': production support and rural development, the latter including 
issues such as trade, tourism, environmental protection and biodiversity.   
The biggest reform so far was launched in 2003 and featured a 'decoupling' 
of agricultural production from subsidy payments to prevent over-
production and waste. The new system involves a Single Payment Scheme 
(SPS), in which subsidies are allocated according to indicators such as land 
size rather than production volume.  Cross-compliance measures, whereby 
farmers are required to meet certain environmental, food safety and animal 
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welfare standards, were also introduced as a pre-condition for receiving 
payments under the SPS. The reform also featured a shift or so-called 
'modulation' of monies from the first pillar of the CAP (direct aid and 
market support) to its second pillar, rural development.  The 2003 reform 
was agreed upon just before the eastward enlargement of the bloc in 2004. 
The extension of the CAP to the new Eastern and Central 
European countries would have increased its budgetary burden to an 
unsustainable level. Indeed, the EU's enlargement doubled the agricultural 
labour force and the arable area of the EU, and added over 100 million food 
consumers to the internal market. Poland and Romania combined have 
almost as many farmers as the entire EU before enlargement. The latest 
policy review, dubbed the CAP  and launched in 2008, aimed to further 
modernise the policy and assess whether adjustments are needed to ensure 
that it is still relevant for new challenges, such as climate change. The EU 
27 also agreed to further cut direct subsidies to farmers, for the benefit of 
rural development policy, and to abolish milk production quotas. 

  With around 14 milion persons employed in 2004 in EU-27, the 
primary sector represented an important part of the EU economy in terms of 
employment: 6.4% for EU-27, ranging from less than 1% in United-
Kingdom to 33% in Romania). In terms of value-added, the EU-27 primary 
sector (agriculture, hunting and forestry) reached around 200 bilions euros 
in 2004 and accounted for 2% of GDP, ranging from 0.5% in Luxemburg to 
14% in Romania.  

The importance of primary sector in EU-27 is declining. Between 
2000 and 2004, its share diminished by 1.4 percentage points in terms of 
employment and by 0.2 percentage points in terms of value-added. The 
number of jobs decreased by 2.7 milions persons or -4.5% per year, ranging 
from -10.7% in Poland to 2.7% in Malta. However, the value-added 
increased by 11.8 bio euros corresponding to an increase in volume (at 
constant prices) of 1.45% per year, ranging from -5.8% in Luxemburg to 
+12.7% in Hungary.  

In 2007, agriculture contributed an average of 1.2% to the Gross 
Domestic Product (GDP) of the European Union. However, the 
differences between individual countries are great, ranging from 
approximately 0.3% in Sweden, the United Kingdom and Luxembourg, 
to over 5% in Romania. France occupies a median position with 1.5% of 
its GDP generated by gross value added from agriculture. The differences 
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are much greater when it comes to employment in agriculture: less than 
2% of total employment in the United Kingdom and Luxembourg, but 
over 20% in Bulgaria, Greece and Romania. Generally speaking, 
agriculture plays a greater role in the new Member States of the Union.  

The primary sector still represents 18% of the employment and 5% 
of the value added in rural areas of EU-27. This situation is more marked in 
the new Member States, with the corresponding shares standing at 29% and 
9% respectively. In general, even in rural areas, the majority of the 
economic activity depends more and more on the service sector. This trend 
should increase in the coming years as, between 2000 and 2005, the relative 
importance of the primary sector in the economy of the rural areas in EU-27 
decreased by 6.3 percentage points in terms of employment and by 1.2 
percentage points in terms of value added. It has to be mentioned that 
Bulgaria, Poland and Romania played an important role in the change of 
employment in primary sector, falling by 16, 10.6, and 8.4 percentage points 
respectively. In EU15, by contrast, this figure decreased by 1.6 percentage 
points. The employment rate is slightly lower in rural areas for EU-27 as a 
whole (62% in predominantly rural areas against 65% for all areas in 2006).  

Development between 2000 and 2006 is different in new and old 
Member States. In EU-15, employment rate has generally increased more in 
rural areas than in urban areas, whereas in EU-12, rural areas are revealing 
lower increase of their employment rate or even a decrease (particularly 
significant in Romania). At EU-27 level, the unemployment rate (including 
long-term unemployment) is globally slightly higher in rural areas, but as 
for the employment rate, this is not observed in all Member States. Between 
2000 and 2006, the unemployment rate diminished slightly more in rural 
areas at EU-27 level, but  decreased slightly less in rural areas of EU-12. 
 With more than 80% of the labour force coming from holders' family, EU 
agriculture is still largely based on family farms and on workers employed 
regularly (12% of the labour force). However, a very large share of the 
employment is not occupied full-time in agriculture: if the proportion of 
full-time jobs in agriculture is increasing over years, as observed for EU-15, 
up to 68% of the family and regular workers in EU-27 are working less than 
half time in agriculture and only 14% of them have full time jobs. The 
importance of the part-time farming is also reflected in the labour force used 
per holding: 55% of EU farms require less than one annual work unit. The 
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importance of the part-time farming is also reflected in the labour force used 
per holding: 55% of EU farms require less than one annual work unit. On 
the other hand, due to the increase in labour productivity, the average labour 
force requirement per farm remains rather stable at around 1 AWU despite 
the increase of the average farm size, and more labour intensive activities 
such as horticulture and dairying which exhibited increasing employment 
per farm over the last years. The agricultural labour force is relatively aged, 
with less than a quarter of managers who are less than 45 years old. This is 
particularly pronounced in Bulgaria and Romania but also in the old 
Member States where the number of new "young" managers is diminishing 
over the time.  

However the managers of less than 45 years old have on average a 
better farm structure than the average EU farm: 46% more area and 59% 
more economic potential for 18% more labour force. In 2005, only 14% of 
the managers of family farms of the EU-27 have a working time in 
agriculture equivalent to a full-time job - this proportion being higher when 
looking at EU-25 (20%) and at EU-15 (22%) - although 64 % of them 
continue to have no other gainful activity than agriculture. Indeed, the 
proportion of managers of family farms having another gainful activity 
(36%) increases only slightly over time.  

This maybe the result of the increasing size of farms, as the presence 
of another gainful activity diminishes when the size of the farm increases. 
Most of the production of family farms is therefore produced by managers 
with no other activity than agriculture: 75% of the economic potential of 
family farms of EU-27 is 21 located in farms (with more than 16 economic 
size units) in which only 18% of managers have another gainful activity17. 
The presence of other gainful activity on family farms is more frequent 
when examining the presence of another gainful activity for the farmer 
and/or of his/her spouse (44% in 2005 for EU-27) and increases over years: 
for EU-15, it growth from 32% to 40% between 1995 and 2005. This 
progression reflects the diversification of sources of income on European 
farms and probably also the overall trend observed in the rest of society 
towards a greater participation of women in the labour market. 
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