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Abstract: The IDEA method (Indicators of Agricultural Holdings 
Sustainability) is a method by which the sustainability of agricultural 
holdings is evaluated. The method comprises 10 sustainability 
components, grouped by three levels: agro-ecological, socio-territorial 
and socio-economic, summing up 41 complex indicators, consisting of 
over 100 aggregate indicators. The paper is presenting the socio-
territorial sustainability components: Quality of products and of the areas 
of origin, Territory organization and Human ethics and development. 
Depending on the scores obtained by each component and at each level 
(the maximum score at each level is 100), the sustainability level of each 
holding can be estimated, for each component and level in part. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 
As a EU Member State, Romania has as main objective of the 

agricultural strategy the implementation of sustainable agriculture, which 
supposes the long-term guarantee of social, economic and cultural  
development and stability of the rural areas.  

The socio-economic sustainability scale characterizes the 
involvement of holdings in the geographic area, the rural area and in the 
society. By means of the utilized indicators, the life quality of the farmer 
and his family is evaluated, as well as the share of marketable services, 
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supplying material goods and of the non-marketable services that the 
holding provides in its area and to the society in general.  

 
MATERIALS AND METHODS 

 
The IDEA method (Indicators of Agricultural Holding 

Sustainability) is a method by which the sustainability of agricultural 
holdings is evaluated; this method was developed by a research team at 
INRA (Institut National de la Recherche Agronomique, France) [1, 2, 6, 7]. 

From its multi-dimensional perspective, the concept of rural area 
sustainable development includes ecological, social and economic 
objectives, which are in a complex interdependency process.  

The socio-territorial sustainability scale associates and weights the 
practices and behaviours that are easily measurable from the quantitative 
point of view (quantity and type of foodstuffs with local specificity, 
accessibility in the zone by the communication ways, contribution to job 
creation, professional training of farmers and of their family members, 
comfort of dwellings, hygiene and security, etc.) with the qualitative 
elements, under the form of appreciations regarding the satisfaction level in 
relation to the rural community where he is living, appreciations made by 
the farmer1. Such utilized indicators are the following: probable perenity, 
labour intensity, life quality (farmer’s satisfaction with the family’s material 
situation and his own perception in relation to his health condition, material, 
occupational, family, good neighbourhood welfare, etc.), appreciation of the 
family’s material position evolution over a 20-year period, appreciations 
regarding the satisfaction level with the rural community where he is living, 
the infrastructure and public services provided, etc. (Table 1). 

A large part of these indicators refer to the family and individuals 
rather than to the holding in the strict sense, as the experience reveals the 
importance of the family-holding link in the sustainability of agricultural 
systems. Thus, besides the economic finality, the holding sustainability is 
given by a life project and by the many relational links it interferes with.  

The three components of the socio-territorial sustainability have the 
same share and are limited to 33 points on a scale of maximum 100 points. 

                                                 
1 Questions included in the survey carried on for the CNCSIS Research Grant 19/2008 
“Research models and complex methods for sustainable rural development in Romania” 
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Table 1. Socio-territorial sustainability scale indicators 

Components  Indicators Maximum values 

B1 Quality of food products 8 

B2 Putting into value the built-up patrimony and the 
landscape 

7 

B3 Processing the non-organic waste 4 

B4 Accessibility in the area 10 

Quality of 
products 
and of 

origin areas 

B5 Social involvement 6 

TOTAL 
maximum to 

33 
sustainability 

units 

B6 Sale on short chains 4 

B7 Services, pluri-activity 6 

B8 Contributions to job creation 11 

B9 Collective work 9 

Space 
organization 

B10 Probable perenity 3 

TOTAL 
maximum to 

33 
sustainability 

units 

B11 Contribution to the world food equilibrium 10 

B12 Farmer’s age and professional training 12 

B13 Labour intensity 7 

Human 
development 

and ethics 

B14 Quality of life  10 

TOTAL 
maximum to 

34 
sustainability 

units 

  TOTAL GENERAL 100 

 
  

 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSIONS 

 
B1. Argumentation on the quality of zone specific food products: 

In general, the quality of these traditional food products is officially 
recognized by the “controlled appellation of geographic origin”, which 
defends a certain production mode, different from the standardized 
industrial production modes, specific to mass production.  

The promotion of the traditional Romanian products can bring 
significant benefits to the rural economy, mainly in the less-favoured or 
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remote areas, by increasing the farmers’ incomes and the rural population 
stability in the respective areas.  

As the Romanian legislation on the recognition and promotion of the 
traditional Romanian food products has been relatively recently enforced 
when the field survey was conducted, a simpler approach was proposed for 
the identification of the producers, dairy producers in particular, specific to 
the areas of origin, who can be potential certified producers for the 
traditional products (PDO, PGI and TSG2).  

These will be scored in relation to several quantitative assessment 
criteria for the types of products traditionally processed on the family farm, 
by applying certain equivalent coefficient3 of the dairy products, calculated 
on the basis of the raw milk quantity (whole cow or ewe milk) that was used 
for obtaining the processed products. 

 
B4. Argumentation on the utilization of indicator “Accessibility 

in the area”: The sustainable development of the agricultural holdings and 
of the rural area, in general, largely depends on the existence and quality of 
infrastructure benefiting them, which facilitates the accessibility in the 
territory. 

In rural Romania, the roads represent the most important transport 
route, but their development and the traffic quality in general are still far 
from meeting the EU standards.  

Nowadays, the communications represents a strategic sector of 
national economy, both in Romania and in most countries in the world.  

In Romania, the electronic communications sector has experienced a 
significant growth in recent years. At the same time, at the end of the year 
2008, about 54% of the households were connected to the fixed public 
telephony network, yet 60% of these holdings were in the urban area 
(Ministry of Communication and Information Society, 2009). 

The indicator “Accessibility in the area” will be quantified by the 
maximum score limited to 10 points and is composed by scoring the 
following infrastructure elements in 2007: distance between the holding and 
the closest town, access of the holding to different road types, equippement 

                                                 
2PDO = Protected Designation of Origin; PGI = Protected Geographical Indication; TSG = 
Traditional Speciality Guaranteed  
3 See www.apia.ro/farmer’s handbook_type_A 

http://www.apia.ro/farmer's
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of the holding with telephone post, internet, cable TV. The minimum score 
was 1 point for the worst situation (over 30 km from town = 0.5 points and 
access on an earth road only = 0.5 points). 

 
B5. Argumentation on the indicator “Social involvement”: The 

farmers’ point of view and the values that they defend will be much more 
recognized as the farmers are getting more socially involved in the rural 
community where they belong and they have a dialogue with the other 
society representatives.  

The indicator “Social involvement” consists of two sub-indicators: 
a) Responsibilities in an official or non-official association structure, 
elective structure or of other nature, inside the rural community and  
b) Holding openness to the direct sale to consumers or tasting the foodstuffs 
either at farm gate or at the market or/and on the occasion of fairs, 
exhibitions, etc.  
 

B6. Argumentation on the indicator “Sale of holding products on 
short chains”: The direct sale and the sale on short chains get the producers 
closer to consumers, thus putting farmers into direct contact with the 
consumers, making them more responsible in providing quality products. 
This practice favours the dialogue with consumers and thus combines the 
social and territorial dimension with the economic valorization of products. 

The indicator consists of two sub-indicators. 

a) The direct sale of the agricultural products of the holding, processed or 
not, to consumers (with no intermediaries); 

b) Processing the non-agricultural products of the farm for sale. 

 
B7. Argumentation on the indicator “Agricultural holding 

multifunctionality”: Agriculture multifunctionality is an asset for its 
sustainability. Besides the maintenance of space and landscape, the farmers 
can also provide other services benefiting their zone and its inhabitants. This 
production diversity enabling an exchange between the agricultural world 
and the rural area also contributes to the economic development of rural 
areas and thus provides support to various agricultural systems.  

This indicator is expressed by the following sub-indicators: 
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a) Services of goods and works provided to the rural area: space and 
landscape maintenance; and/or providing services with own machinery and 
equipment, etc. 

b) Agro-tourism; 

c) Biogas production and/or sale of organic fertilizers to other farms. 
 
B8. Argumentation on the indicator “Contribution to job 

creation”: The farm structure surveys indicate that in 2005 in Romania, not 
less than 8.5 million people contributed to the agricultural production, 
compared to 2007 when their number was down to 6.5 million people, 
largely due to the temporary migration for work of a significant number of 
people to the developed countries in the EU. Most of these people are 
working on individual holdings. On the average, the people involved in 
agricultural activities have the performance of only 30% of the potential of a 
full-time employee, either because agriculture is a secondary occupation, or 
due to the low productivity on many small-sized individual holdings. 

As the study was carried out only in the agricultural sector, the 
indicator “Job creation” will be applied only on the legal entity farms, with 
reference to the number of the new jobs created in the last 5 years, the 
percentage of hired people under 35 years old and the share of women in 
this percentage. 

 
B9. Argumentation on the indicator “Collective work”: Farmers’ 

participation to collective work forms in the rural areas contributes to 
solidarity development, better efficiency, development of the economy of 
scales, thus representing a strong local development lever. At the same time, 
the evolution of agricultural systems to a higher sustainability is facilitated 
when several farmers from the same rural zone go into the same direction. 

This indicator is expressed by the following sub-indicators: 

a)  Common use of agricultural equipment and services 

b) The holding is member of a producers’ group, of a supply, processing, or 
distribution cooperative. 

 
B10. Argumentation on the indicator “Probable perenity”: Many 

agricultural systems cannot be qualified as sustainable if they are to be 
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fragmented on the occasion of foreseeable succession. Thus, the farmer will 
divide or leave the inheritance to several successors (or to only one 
successor); if the successors have other jobs that are not related to 
agriculture, do not live in the rural area or they do not intend to take over 
and continue their parents’ business, the holding will disappear either by its 
sale or its leasing out to other farmers.  

This indicator is expressed by the following sub-indicators: 

a) Almost certain existence of the holding over 10 years 

b) Probable existence of the holding in ten years 

c) Desired and expected existence of holding in 10 years 

d) Probable disappearance of holding in the next 10 years 

 The sub-indicators are scored on the basis of fulfillment of 6-9 
qualifying conditions (0-3 points). 
 

B11. Argumentation on the indicator “Contribution to the world 
food equilibrium and to the sustainable management of the world 
resources”: The autonomy is one of the great principles of sustainable 
agriculture. Thus, the excessive use of feeds from import or from other 
national agricultural zones is in contradiction with the autonomy principle 
and raises the problem of the world farmers’ solidarity. Farmers become 
more and more dependent on other production zones. The feed imports or 
purchases from other areas highlight the specialization of feed producers, 
who in their turn become dependent on the world market and thus 
discourage the local production. 

This indicator is expressed by the following sub-indicators: 

a) Raising animals with purchased concentrated feed 

Import rate (IR) = “imported” area/ UAA4  x 100 

Where: “imported” area: 4 tons of concentrated feed bought for the animals 
= equivalent of  1 “imported” hectare.  

                                                 
4 The areas cultivated with vegetables, flowers and ornamental crops, fruit-trees and shrubs 
as well as the areas under vineyards are not included in the UAA (Utilized Agricultural 
Area) from the formulae. 
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b) Holding without animals (if the area under protein crops is higher than 
25% of UAA)    
 
 B12. Argumentation on the indicator “Age and professional 
training”: The statistical studies reveal significant differences in the 
training level of the farm head, the agricultural management being one of 
the important factors contributing to a better activity on the agricultural 
holdings and to the economic efficiency increase of the agricultural 
production; while in the legal entity farms 67.2% have higher education and 
25.2% medium education, in the individual holdings only 0.9% have higher 
agricultural education, 3.6% have basic agricultural education and 95.5% of 
the family farm heads have only practical agricultural experience (Structural 
Farm Survey, 2007) 

The main cumulated sub-indicators are the following: (a+b) or (a+c) or 
(a+c+d) 

a) The age of the farm head (2-6 points) 

b) Training level in agriculture (4-6 points) 

c) Training level in other fields (1-4 points) 

d) Short-term agricultural training courses (2 points) 
 

B13. Argumentation on the indicator “Labour intensity”: In the 
subsistence agriculture in our country, both land and labour is used below 
their economic potential. The labour force/unit of area ratio is 63.43 AWU 
(annual work units) / 100 ha, which reveals the lack of competitiveness, 
determined by the surplus agricultural labour. Furthermore, the subsistence 
holdings lack capital and proper training of farmers, which results in very 
low incomes from the agricultural activity.  

In this study, labour intensity was expressed by the following sub-
indicators: 
a) Physical intensity of labour in ALU (agricultural legal units) = Labour 
force (AWU in ALU) /100 hectares  
b) Physical intensity of labour in FF (family farms) = Labour force (AWU 
in FF)/100 hectares  
c) Total income from sales in ALU / Labour force (AWU in ALU) 
d) Total income from sales in FF / Labour force (AWU in FF) 
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e) Total incomes from family work / Family labour (AWU in FF) 
 

B14. Argumentation on indicator “Quality of life”: Ensuring life 
quality at the highest standard possible determines a corresponding 
economic growth and development. The development process and its effects 
and the economic growth process result in an increase of the population’s 
incomes, of the consumption of goods and services, thus ensuring the 
satisfaction of demand, the increase of the cultural and civilization level, the 
increase of the protection and security measures, and hence of life quality. 

The main sub-indicators are the following: 

a)Total nominal Incomes of the Family Agricultural Holding by person 
(IFAHp)  

IFAHp  = Σ (salaries + social security incomes + incomes from agricultural 
sales + receipts from land leasing out + incomes from self-employment 
activities + value of self-consumption) / no. of family members 
 The score (0-4 points) is given by relating IFAHp to the MWE 
(Medium Wage in Economy) in 2007. 

b) The dwelling equipment with: running water, sewerage system, 
bathroom, washing machine, gas supply system, car (one point is allocated 
for each facility present on the household) 
 

CONCLUSIONS 

 The above-mentioned argumented indicators of the socio-territorial 
sustainability scale, as well as the scoring levels established and adapted to 
the realities from the Romanian agriculture, represented the starting point in 
designing the two questionnaires, on the basis of which the necessary data 
were collected from the 800 agricultural holdings included in the survey in 
the period 2008-2009. 
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