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Demographic challenges of EU farming systems

The Baby Boomer Generation will retire within the next 10 to 15 years

Cohorts of Generations Y and Z are much smaller in size
o Many family farms may not have a potential successor
o Increasing scarcity of qualified labor to hire -> increasing wages

(Particularly poorer) rural areas experience ongoing outmigration and aging
o Deteriorating infrastructures
o Richer rural areas may benefit from migrant workers

The other side of the story
o Many (most) farms are not profitable
o Most farms are not operating with state of the art technologies

• Modern farming is high tech
o Fierce competition among farms, particularly for land
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Selected study questions and regions

Does it matter for agricultural systems if farms lack a successor?

Are Young Farmer Payments a useful policy instrument?

Flanders (Belgium)
Medium farms (Ø ~50 ha), 
family-based, 
20% hired labour,
livestock

Altmark (Germany)
Large farms (Ø ~250 ha), 
family and corporate farms,
80% hired labor, 
arable and livestock
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Methodologies

Participative approaches: focus groups, stakeholder workshops

Agent-based simulations with AgriPoliS
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Impacts of lacking potential farm successors

Scenario 
name

Share of farms w/ a 
successor
The Altmark

Share of farms w/ a 
successor
Flanders

100% 100% 100%

50% 50% of family farms 
80% of corporate farms 

50%

25% 25% of family farms 
50% of corporate farms 

25%
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Impacts of lacking potential farm successors

Status 25%
Altmark

50%
Altmark

100% 
Altmark

25%
Flanders

50%
Flanders

100%
Flanders

Operating 47.3 55.2 67.8 52.4 56.6 68.5
Closed due to:
1) Opportunity costs 13.9 14.9 18.6 2.8 2.8 3.0
2) Successor’s opportunity 
costs at gen. change

7.1 7.5 7.7 20.3 20.4 20.6

3) Illiquidity 5.9 5.8 5.9 7.6 7.6 7.9
4) No successor 25.8 16.6 N/A 16.9 12.6 N/A

Farm operational status (in %) 2036 versus 2016

Altmark: 
Most farms exit due to lack of successor
Flanders: 
Most farms exit during generational change because of low profitability
Farm exits allow more efficient and larger farms to grow
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Impacts of lacking potential farm successors

Farm size distribution in 2036

The Altmark Flanders

2016 201625% 25%50% 50%100% 100%



Impacts of lacking potential farm successors

Evolution of Sector Factor Income / Net Value Added

Only marginal effects of availability of farm successors

Sector Factor Income may even increase with less successors

Altmark Flanders



Impacts of Young Farmer Payments

Three scenarios: no YFP, current level, CEJA (doubling) 

Two regions: Flanders and Altmark

Effects neglectable for
o structural change (few additional farms survived)
o land use
o Total Factor Income (slightly higher rental prices in the long run)
o employment (though small shifts between family and hired labour)

Stakeholder workshops confirm model results

General conclusion
o Waste of money!



Policy recommendations

Educational support
o Not only regarding production, but also management of complex farms

Investments in attractive rural areas
o E.g., infrastructures for young families and migrant workers

Policies for alternative business models
o Current policies are deterring innovations
o E.g., shared / co-operative farming, new products and production systems

Clear and consistent policies
o Currently, many regulations send mixed messages 
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